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 crowded heaven, 
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And my spirit said No, we but level that lift to pass and 
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ABSTRACT 
 This dissertation explores the prophetic tradition in lyric poetry, focusing on the 
example set by Walt Whitman and carried forth in Hispanic letters, most notably in the 
cases of León Felipe, Federico García Lorca, and César Vallejo. By “prophetic” I do not 
wish to suggest “predictive” but rather a voice that, like the words of the biblical 
prophets, speaks to an entire community, by turns profoundly critical, but also appealing 
to human dignity. In the preface to the first (1855) edition of Leaves of Grass, Whitman 
explains the public value of poetry: “[F]olks expect of the poet to indicate more than the 
beauty and dignity which always attach to dumb real objects…. they expect him to 
indicate the path between reality and their souls.” (621) The roots of Whitman’s lyric 
song would grow deep in these three contemporary Hispanic poets, during times of grave 
social and political crisis.  
By tracing the influence of Whitman’s prophetic voice in their works, I show how 
his aesthetic of sacrifice reaches dramatic conclusions in the New York of Lorca’s poetry, 
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as well as in the Spanish Civil War represented in Felipe’s Ganarás la luz and Vallejo’s 
España, aparta de mí este cáliz. Their prophetic lyric voice rises from Whitman’s song, 
founded upon a communal humanity and an “I” freed from the limits of the individual 
self. This voice, which we see in the poetry of Whitman, Felipe, Lorca, and Vallejo, is a 
lament culminating in the very personal sacrifice of the first-person poetic subject. I show 
how these four authors respond to the crises in their own times and lives with 
contemporary public voices that redeem our own human dignity in a world that might 
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Walt Whitman’s Prophetic Voice in Hispanic Lyric Poetry 
Shut not your doors to me, proud libraries, 
For that which was lacking among you all, yet needed 
      most, I bring; 
A book I have made for your dear sake, O soldiers, 
And for you, O soul of man, and you, love of comrades;  
(Whitman, Drum-Taps 7) 
 
In the first edition of España peregrina there are only three poems. Published in 
Mexico in February of 1940, the literary journal founded by exiled Spaniards 
immediately after Spain’s civil war sought to provide a light to the world’s darkness, and 
a way forward after what had been lost: 
De España habían salido los intelectuales españoles no a conquistar 
mundos, no a crear vagos y falsos sueños de imperio, sino a decir, peregrinando y 
a veces arraigando en los nuevos suelos – hasta convertirse en “trasterrados” – 
que los que en España se había perdido no era solamente una guerra. Se había 
perdido […] el humanismo europeo. (Xirau viii) 
Left to pick up the shattered pieces on a new continent, these Spanish intellectuals crafted 
a message with their journal that was denunciatory, lamenting the loss of justice, but that 
also kept alive an ideal:1 “España peregrina fue así una suerte de espejo de una España 
                                                          
1 León Felipe writes: “Creemos en el destino de los hombres y de los pueblos y en el destino de los 
grandes encuentros y de las grandes conjunciones de los pueblos. 
2 
 
en la cual predominaba un sentido libre y rico en saber y enseñanza.” (Xirau ix) In this 
dual vision of both critical denunciation and energizing hope, this journal represents the 
poetry at the heart of this thesis. As Ramón Xirau writes: 
Cuando abrimos esta espléndida revista que fue España peregrina, percibimos de 
inmediato su profundísima dignidad, su equilibrio – fuerza del pensamiento – en 
años dificilísimos para cualquier equilibrio, su voluntad humanista y 
humanizadora. (viii) 
In their own words, the editors of this journal had reunited in order to: 
apresurar la publicación […] de una revista que difundiese el significado de la 
tragedia española, y de la redacción de una declaración o manifiesto que 
enalteciese y propagase los contenidos trascendentales de la causa popular y del 
traslado a América de sus hombres. (Larrea 77)  
This group of collaborators included, among others, José Bergamín, Joaquín Xirau, Juan 
Larrea, and León Felipe. The first issue, of February of 1940, included, by way of a 
declaration or manifesto, a text that acknowledged their recently experienced loss, and 
paid tribute to all of those who had sacrificed themselves for the greater good. This 
introduction, written by Juan Larrea reads, in part: 
                                                          
 Creemos que España es su historia prolongada en el espacio y en el tiempo y que lo más 
escencial de su historia ha saltado a América y se está devolviendo aquí ahora por encima y por debajo de 
las grandes bandras políticas y diplomáticas. Lo hemos creídos antes de los últimos y dramáticos 
acontecimientos del mundo.” (España Peregrina 54) 
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Consumada la tragedia que ha padecido el pueblo español, aventados por 
el mundo en buena parte sus defensores, perseguidos, encarcelados, condenados a 
muerte muchos otros, ultrajados todos por haber defendido hasta el fin la sagrada 
voluntad de España, cumple a quienes podemos levantar la voz libremente dar 
expresión al contenido profundo de la causa por la que libremente se inmolaron 
tantos miles de compatriotas,  manifestar nuestra actitud en este angustioso trance 
en que los fundamentos de la  civilización conocen las más graves conmociones. 
(3) 
According to this guiding perspective, it was the responsibility of those involved with 
España peregrina, having born witness to the war, to now provide their testimony to the 
world, and afirm the roots of their sacred cause, “la sagrada voluntad de España,” for 
future generations. In this way it is a continuation of the fight and a fitting tribute to the 
many who had suffered or sacrificed their lives in a conflict which, in the view of the 
journal, shook the vary foundations of civilization. 
 Despite a bleak outlook – the war was lost and Spain’s artistic and intellectual 
community in exile – the guiding vision for the journal was not completely devoid of 
optimism, and rather presented this moment in history as a new hope. Again, Larrea:    
Aquí está España, descubridora de nuevos mundos, fuera de sí, en busca 
de la verdad material y espiritual del Hombre. Aquí está sola, en su esencia 
colectiva, dispuesta a  comunicarse con lo que de universal existe en la entraña 
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recóndita de cada ser humano. Aquí está quebrantada como la simiente al nacer de 
los tallos que han de otorgar con el tiempo maravillosos frutos. (5-6) 
España peregrina required an artistic vision that would confront the dire state of global 
politics – the schism opened in Spain would soon give way in Europe to the genocide of 
World War II – while also continuing the cause of working towards a greater good for all. 
To these ends, the only poems of the first issue were Federico García Lorca’s “Grito 
hacia Roma”,2 César Vallejo’s “España, aparta de mí este cáliz”,3 both published for the 
first time, and Walt Whitman’s “España, 1873-74”, in a translation by León Felipe.4 This 
selection is an act of recognition: in this broken moment these poets share a common 
ground. At first glance, this is a highly heterogenous group of writers, and yet they share 
a voice that unfailingly takes the side of the “least of these.” (Matthew 25:40) All three 
Spanish language poets in turn share a source of inspiration; the patriarch Walt Whitman. 
 The poems included in this first issue of España peregrina speak to the immediate 
context following Spain’s civil war, denouncing the corruption in the world and offering 
a vision for the future. Lorca’s “Grito hacia Roma” is an indictment of political injustice 
carried out in the name of religion, specifically the Lateran Treaty and the Catholic 
church’s pact with fascist controlled Italy. Vallejo’s “España, aparta de mí este cáliz” 
highlights the sacrificial character of the civil war while encouraging future generations 
to go out in search of Spain, symbol of a lost ideal. Whitman’s poem, written in a 
different language, and referencing a different period (1873-74), is a lament for the 
                                                          
2 Lorca’s Poeta en Nueva York is explored in Chapter 3. 
3 Vallejo’s España, aparta de mí este cáliz is studied in Chapter 4. 
4 Felipe’s life and work is studied in Chapter 2. 
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downfall of the First Spanish Republic, and posits the march toward democracy as 
inevitable, the United States serving as the ideal. The poem takes on new meanings, 
however, with León Felipe’s 1940 translation. It is impossible to read the first line, “De 
las grávidas sombras de las nubes”, (1093) without being reminded of the terrible 
historical context of Spain’s exiles in 1940. The final lines, as well, invoke the hope for a 
new future in contrast to the recent tragedy. The poem personifies Freedom, (Libertad in 
the translation), and reads: 
 Sabemos que estás ahí… 
 y en todas partes… 
 Esperando tu hora. (1093)5  
 
 These four writers whose communality was recognized by the editors of this new 
journal of exiles, Whitman, Felipe, Lorca, and Vallejo, are the subject of this dissertation. 
By investigating the lessons each author took from Walt Whitman, a poetic language that 
embraced a universal humanity and “contained multitudes” (Whitman 77), we will see 
how the prophetic voice was resonant in the tumultuous years surrounding the Spanish 
civil war. Theirs is a poetry that responds to crisis, denouncing injustice and redeeming 
our humanity. 
 This dissertation owes a great debt to Walter Brueggemann’s analysis of the 
biblical prophets, and the importance of this tradition in our own times. He writes that 
                                                          
5 The last line of Whitman’s poem reads: “Thou waitest there as everywhere thy time.” (403) 
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prophecy is not, as is generally assumed, either solely the realm of historic myth or 
simply the domain of fortune tellers:  
The dominant conservative misconception, evident in manifold bumper 
stickers, is that the prophet is a fortune-teller, a predictor of things to come 
(mostly ominous), usually with specific reference to Jesus. While one would not 
want to deny totally those facets of the practice of prophecy, there tends to be a 
kind of reductionism that is mechanical and  therefore untenable. While the 
prophets are in a way future-tellers, they are concerned with the future as it 
impinges upon the present. Conversely, liberals who abdicated and turned all 
futuring over to conservatives have settled for a focus on the present. Thus 
prophecy is alternatively reduced to righteous indignation and, in the circles 
where I move, prophecy is mostly understood as social action [….] I believe that 
neither convention adequately understands what is really at issue in the Israelite 
understanding of prophecy. (2) 
Brueggemann points to the importance of prophetic language in our own “consumer 
culture” (1) where, “we are driven to the ultimate consumerism of consuming each 
other.” (46) In the face of exploitation, in which the weak will necessarily suffer most, 
the prophetic voice assumes the responsibility of raising the alarm and providing an 
alternative vision: “The task of prophetic ministry is to nurture, nourish, and evoke a 
consciousness and perception alternative to the consciousness and perception of the 
dominant culture around us. [sic]” (3) This is to say that a prophetic voice must be one of 
love but also of critical dismantling; allowing for the possibility of hope to replace the 
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status quo. It has no political agenda in itself, nor does it even need to present an 
alternative that is likely. “We need to ask not whether it is realistic or practical or viable 
but whether it is imaginable.” (39) To this task, lyric poetry is particularly well suited. 
“La otra mitad me escucha” (Lorca 205). As Brueggemann teaches: “Indeed, poetic 
imagination is the last way left in which to challenge and conflict dominant reality. The 
dominant reality is necessarily in prose [….]” (40) This is a rejection of the status quo; a 
call to action in poetry that requires a language that will resist oppression and reject the 
notion that nothing can be done. 
 Brueggemann goes on to write that “[t]he task of the prophetic imagination is to 
cut through the numbness [….]” (45) He calls this the “language of grief [sic]” (46) and 
argues “that grief and mourning, that crying in pathos, is the ultimate form of criticism 
[….]” (46)  In other words, angry indignation is not the best language to bring about 
societal change. Though there is of course a time for “righteous anger” the dangers of this 
mode of revolt seem apparent; namely, turning the exploited of today into the exploiter of 
tomorrow. The prophetic voice reminds us of our own shared humanity through the 
cultivation of empathy. Brueggemann suggests the main function of prophecy: 
To bring to public expression those very fears and terrors that have been 
denied so long and suppressed so deeply that we do not know they are there. The 
public expression of fear and terror, of course, requires not analytic speech and 
not the language of coercion but the language of metaphor, so that the expression 
can be touched at many points by different people. Thus the prophet must speak 
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evocatively to bring to the community the fear and the pain [of] individual 
persons [….] (45) 
The word “metaphor” stands out in this characterization, pointing toward poetic language 
as especially suited for the role of returning the individual to the context of a larger 
human community. It is through the language of metaphor, Brueggemann argues, that the 
prophetic voice becomes all-encompassing, capable of connecting with many people but 
also of expanding its scope, signifying many messages to a larger audience. The 
importance of metaphor in a poetry that would strive to stimulate revolution is also 
evoked by León Felipe: 
 La metáfora poética desemboca entonces en la gran metáfora social. 
Cuando el hombre doméstico, egoísta y tramposo degrada el mundo y todo 
lo rebaja; cuando las cosas no son lo que deben ser, lo que pueden ser, el 
mecanismo metafórico del poeta es el primer signo revolucionario. Y antes 
denuncia nuestras miserias el poeta que el moralista. (218) 
This is a language that opens the possibility of revolutionary action. Brueggemann 
explains: “[T]ears break barriers like no harshness or anger. Tears are a way of solidarity 
in pain when no other form of solidarity remains.” (56) The expression of grief is then 
inherent to the prophetic voice, and it is through giving form to mourning that a new 
reality can be envisioned. León Felipe seems to state as much in a now widely published 
letter he wrote to his sister in 1955: “Toda la luz del universo… la verá un día el Hombre 
por la ventana de una lágrima….” (1066)  
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 The paradox of prophetic language is that only through a recognition of suffering 
can there be the possibility of hope, reminiscent of the biblical “Blessed are those who 
mourn, for they will be comforted.” (Matthew 5:4). Brueggemann explains this “positive” 
side of prophecy in this way: 
Hope is the refusal to accept the reading of reality which is the majority 
opinion; and one does that only at great political and existential risk. On the one 
hand, hope is subversive [….] Speech about hope cannot be explanatory and 
scientifically argumentative; rather, it must be lyrical in the sense that it touches 
the hopeless person at many different points. (65) 
Whether or not a person understands logically the depth of suffering seems to matter less 
than the empathetic realization of a shared human condition, enabled in this case through 
the prophetic voice of lyric poetry. 
 Avant-garde poetry, with its emphasis on linguistic newness and reinvention, 
seems especially suited to the task of destabilizing common explanation, and pushing 
novel ways of recognizing our humanity by destabilizing language itself.6 The prophetic 
voice, as Brueggemann states, is intimately connected to the question of language: “The 
prophet is engaged in a battle for language, in an effort to create a different epistemology 
out of which another community might emerge.” (55) It is the responsibility of the poet 
                                                          
6 We are reminded of the epigraph to César Vallejo’s first book of poetry, Los heraldos negros: “qui pótest 
cápere capiat. EL EVANGELIO” Seemingly a reference to Matthew 11:15, “Whoever has ears, let them 




therefore to give expression to the prophetic voice, a lyric poetry capable of expressing a 
lamentation for our present world and a vision of hope for a better future. 
 Despite Brueggemann’s careful explanation of the prophetic lyric, the question of 
what is and what isn’t prophetic poetry remains fraught with difficulty, and this book 
makes no pretense to a definitive argument in such a multi-faceted topic; perhaps a 
similar debate could be made about which works of art become timeless expressions of 
humanity, and which are forgotten by history. In any case, the authors examined in this 
thesis – Whitman, Felipe, Lorca, and Vallejo – are all connected through a lyric voice 
which we will call prophetic. Each author laments the political crisis of his own times 
while offering his poetry as a signal toward a better world.  
 Walt Whitman himself commented on what he interpreted as the prophetic voice 
in Specimen Days, composed in 1881 and published in 1882: 
The word prophecy is much misused; it seems narrow’d to prediction 
merely. That is not the main sense of the Hebrew word translated “prophet;” it 
means one whose mind bubbles up and pours fourth as a fountain, from inner, 
divine spontaneities revealing God. Prediction is a very minor part of prophecy. 
The great matter is to reveal and outpour the God-like suggestions pressing for 
birth in the souls. (888) 
The similarities with Brueggemann’s discussion of the prophetic are remarkable, 
especially his deemphasizing the role of prediction, as we have seen: “The dominant 
conservative misconception […] is that the prophet is a fortune-teller [….]” (2) The 
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prophetic lyric is not just a voice that predicts the future, and although imagining new 
possibilities for humanity is certainly intrinsic to this poetry, perhaps a more fundamental 
aspect of this voice lies in the poet’s ability to connect the reader to a deeper sense of a 
shared humanity.  
  In one of the final works published during his lifetime, November Boughs (1888), 
Whitman again comments on prophecy: 
The Hebrew word which is translated prophesy meant to bubble up and pour 
fourth as a fountain. The enthusiast bubbles up with the Spirit of God within him, 
and it pours forth from him like a fountain. The word prophecy is misunderstood. 
Many suppose it is limited to mere prediction; that is but the lesser portion of 
prophecy. The greater work is to reveal God. Every true religious enthusiast is a 
prophet. (69)  
The principle difference between this and his earlier definition of prophecy is the more 
inclusive: “Every true religious enthusiast is a prophet.” In his last published book of new 
poetry,7 Good-Bye My Fancy (1891), Whitman comments on the connections between 
poetry and religion: 
In its highest aspect, and striking its grandest average, essential Poetry 
expresses and goes along with essential Religion – has been and is more the 
adjunct, and more serviceable to that true religion (for of course there is a false 
                                                          
7 The 1892 “Deathbed” edition of Leaves of Grass was not truly a “new” work, but rather a reprint of the 




one and plenty of it,) than all the priests and creeds and churches that now exist or 
have ever existed – Even while the temporary prevalent theory and practice of 
poetry is merely one-sided and ornamental and dainty – a love-sigh, a bit of 
jewelry, a feudal conceit, an ingenious tale or intellectual finesse, adjusted to the 
low taste and caliber that will always sufficiently generally prevail – (ranges of 
stairs necessary to ascend the higher.) (65) 
By this measure, “essential Poetry” as well as “essential Religion” are prophetic. This is a 
theme that Whitman first mentioned in his 1855 preface to Leaves of Grass: “There will 
soon be no more priests. Their work is done.” (635) By the end of his life however, 
Whitman has unified both poetry and religion under the banner of “prophecy.” In other 
words, “prophetic” is a message that connects our individuality to a greater humanity; a 
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voice that would instigate us to work for a better world for all.8 The prophetic tradition in 
literature is a voice that leads us to our innate divinity; both individual and collective.9 
In the company of Walt Whitman, the Hispanic authors studied in this 
dissertation, Lorca, Vallejo, and Felipe, can be heard through the tenor of the prophetic 
                                                          
8 Whitman, by the end of his life at least, was not naïve as to the challenges facing the United States or 
democracy: 
The sectarian, church and doctrinal, follies, crimes, fanaticisms, aggregate and 
individual, so rife  all thro’ history, are proofs of the radicalness and universality of the 
indestructible element of humanity’s Religion, just as much as any, and are the other side of it. 
Just as disease proves health, and is the other side of it [….] The philosophy of Greece taught 
normality and the beauty of life. Christianity teaches how to endure illness and death. I have 
wonder’d whether a third philosophy fusing both, and doing full justice to both, might not be 
outlined. 
It will not be enough to say that no Nation ever achiev’d materialistic, political and 
money-making successes, with general physical comfort, as fully as the United States of America 
are to-day achieving them. I know very well that those are the indispensable foundations – the 
sine qua non of moral and heroic (poetic) fruitions to come. For if those pre-successes were all – 
if they ended at that – if nothing more were yielded than so far appears – a gross materialistic 
prosperity only – America, tried by subtlest tests, were a failure – has not advanced the standard 
of humanity a bit further than other nations. (November Boughs 65) 
 
9 In a letter to John Hollander on September 7th, 1958, Allen Ginsberg comments on this prophetic 
tradition, connecting it to Whitman’s influence on poetry’s response to modernity: 
Footnote to Howl is too lovely and serious a joke to try to explain. The built in rhythmic 
exercise should be clear, it’s basically a repeat of the Moloch section. It’s dedicated to my mother 
who died in the madhouse and it says I loved her anyway and that even in the worst conditions 
life is holy. The exaggeratedness of the statements are appropriate, and anybody who doesn’t 
understand the specific exaggerations will never understand Rejoice in the Lamb or Lorca’s Ode 
to Whitman or Mayakovsky’s At the Top of My Voice or Artaud’s Pour En Finir Avec Le Judgment 
de Dieu or Apollinaire’s “inspired bullshit” or Whitman’s madder passages or anything, anything, 
anything about the international modern spirit in poesy to say nothing about the international 
tradition in prosody which has grown up xarnor [sic] the tradition of open prophetic bardic 
poetry which 50 years has sung like an angel over the poor soul of the world while all sorts of 
snippy cars castrates pursue their good manners and sell out their own souls and the spirit of god 
who now DEMANDS sincerity and hell fire take him who denies the voice in his soul – except that 
it’s all a kindly joke and the universe disappears after you die so nobody gets hurt no matter how 




voice. Chapter one of this dissertation, “The Resonance of Walt Whitman’s Prophetic 
Voice,” traces Whitman’s influence in Hispanic lyric poetry. Chapter two, “Poets to 
Come: León Felipe’s Taking of the Torch,” investigates Felipe’s affinity for Whitman; 
brought fore through the crisis of the Spanish civil war. Chapter three, “Federico García 
Lorca’s prophetic voice, in dialog with Walt Whitman and León Felipe,” researches 
Lorca’s first meaningful readings of Whitman, in New York alongside León Felipe in 
1929, and how this may have shaped his Poeta en Nueva York. Finally chapter four, 
“Whitman and Vallejo Write Civil War,” considers the correspondences between two 
books of poetry that focus on the crisis of Civil War: Whitman’s Drum-Taps and 
Vallejo’s España, aparta de mí este caliz. Walt Whitman’s influence upon the work of 
these authors is undeniable. His poetry provides a source of inspiration that has spanned 
time, continents, and even language. By focusing on the prophetic voice this dissertation 
will show what each author drew from Whitman, and how each in turn produced his own 
prophetic poetry. 
 Unlike Whitman, Lorca seems not to have explicitly written his own opinion of 
prophecy. Nonetheless, Poeta en Nueva York has been considered in prophetic terms by 
critics, specifically Ángel del Río and Juan Larrea.10 In his introduction to the 1955 
edition of Poet in New York, del Río writes: 
No one can deny today, twenty-five years after these inspired poems were 
written, that their prophecy became to a certain extent reality; that the omens of 
                                                          
10 Laubenthal also addresses this in the dissertation: “Prometheus, Prophet, and Priest: An Interpretation 
of García Lorca's Poet in New York in Relationship to Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass.” 
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war and destruction repeated obsessively or expressed directly more than once 
[…] were in a great part fulfilled [….] 
It is this prophetic quality of the book that led Juan Larrea – interpreter of 
the “Guernica” of Picasso and himself a poet obsessed with the prophetic essence 
of poetry and the portents that it reveals – to make a striking observation. It was 
Larrea’s belief that in this book by Lorca, by yielding his verbal person to the 
chance of poetic automatism and by abandoning himself to the psychic volcanism 
where oracles take shape, let the collective unconscious express itself, and thus 
became the voice of a supra-real and supra-historical force which rules the hidden 
course of history. (xxix) 
 In the above citation, we read a description of prophetic lyricism startling similar 
to Whitman’s, arguing that Lorca, by “yielding his verbal person to the chance of poetic 
automatism and by abandoning himself to the psychic volcanism where oracles take 
shape, let the collective unconscious express itself.” (xxix) Just like Whitman’s bubbling 
fountain, the volcanism of Lorca’s verse speaks to a spontaneous pouring forth of 
language outside the confines of what would normally be considered the limited ego-
identity of the author. By permitting this loss of autonomy, the author is perhaps better 
able to express the experiences of a greater humanity.11  
                                                          
11 Ángel del Río continues discussing the “mysterious and troubling” nature of Poeta en Nueva 
York: 
Larrea furthermore sees that the poet himself announced unconsciously his own tragic 
destiny and sacrifice. It does not matter whether or not we believe in the power of vaticination in 
poetry. There is undoubtedly something very mysterious and troubling, in view of the violent end 
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 The lyric voice of Poeta en Nueva York contests the injustice of an alienating 
modernity of a city that would deny us our humanity. Larrea points out that it is in the 
struggle for justice that Hispanic poets found resonance with Whitman’s song, writing in 
Rendición de espíritu (1943): 
[A]rdía en Walt Whitman el fuego de la humanidad justificada, más allá de la 
culpa original, cosa que su mensaje descubre por medio de su afirmación de ser él 
todos los dioses. Y por tanto el esplendor del Nuevo Mundo conforme con la 
verdadera naturaleza humana, “la nueva sociedad proporcionada por fin a la 
naturaleza”. [“Song of the Redwood-Tree”12] A ello se debe que el faro poderoso 
de Whitman se inflame hoy en llamaradas activísimas, las justas para sacar de su 
                                                          
of the poet and the failure of all efforts to ascertain the place of his burial, in his obsession with 
blood in the very first line in which he presents himself as “murdered by heaven,” or in passages 
such as the following, in the third  poem quoted by Larrea: 
  When the pure forms collapsed 
  in the cri-cri of daisies, 
  it came to me how they had murdered me too. 
  They ransacked the cafés, the graveyards, the churches, 
  they opened the wine-casks and clothes-presses, 
  they ravaged three skeletons to gouge out the gold of their teeth. 
  But me, they never encountered. 
  They never encountered me? 
  No. They never encountered me. (del Río, xxx) 
 
12 Larrea’s evocation of this poem seems especially relevant in consideration of Whitman’s marginal notes 
to the original manuscript: “The spinal idea of the poem I (the tree) have fill’d my time and fill’d it grandly 




indolencia hipnótica a los poetas del continente de quienes depende el destino 
suyo. Desvelarse “por la gran Idea. Esta es, hermanos, ésta la misión de los 
poetas”. [“By Blue Ontario’s Shore”] La Poesía hecha carne y hecha historia y 
vida humana gracias al soplo vivificante de la imaginación con que se ha de 
transformar el estado que reina en el continente. (Rendición de espíritu 290) 
According to Larrea,13 the importance of Whitman’s prophetic voice was not just an “I” 
containing multitudes, but his unwavering call for social justice, the impetus behind all 
his poetry, that called to Hispanic poets in the trying political times of the 1930s and 
1940s.  
Much has been made of Vallejo’s poem, “Piedra negra sobre una piedra blanca” 
which reads, in part:  
Me moriré en París con aguacero,  
un día del cual tengo ya el recuerdo. 
 […] 
César Vallejo ha muerto, le pegaban 
todos sin que él les haga nada; (233) 
 
                                                          
13 Although he is not a focus of this thesis, Juan Larrea’s influence upon the lives of García Lorca, León 
Felipe, and César Vallejo is well documented. He was essential to the publication of the first Spanish 
language version of Poeta en Nueva York, serving as proof reader in France, and in Mexico working in the 
editorial Séneca. (Anderson, 40) The same year and at the same editorial, he also published César Vallejo’s 
España, aparta de mí este cáliz. The fact that Larrea had a major part in publishing the posthumous works 
of these two men is remarkable. Furthermore, he shared a close friendship with León Felipe and both 
men worked together on the journal España Peregrina. Felipe dedicate dto him in 1943 his perhaps most 
important work, Ganarás la luz: 
 A Juan Larrea, maestro de poetas, 
 de los que acaban de nacer, 
 de los que van a venir. [sic] 
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Vallejo of course died, not on the Thursday mentioned in the poem, but on good Friday.  
 Like Brueggemann and Whitman, Vallejo criticizes the idea of prophecy as 
simply prediction. En El arte y la revolución, in a section titled “Profecía y creación o el 
adivino y el trabajador,” Vallejo juxtaposes what he considers the false prophecy of 
Victor Hugo against a more complete interpretation of prophetic poetry: 
 Con frecuencia, Victor Hugo pretendía pasar como profeta. 
Grosero estilo profético el suyo. El terrible retórico de Les Orientales 
profetizaba, no a la manera de los poetas auténticos, sino a la manera de los 
adivinos y brujas iracundas de las ferias [….] 
El poeta emite sus anunciaciones de otro modo: insinuando en el corazón 
humano, de manera oscura e inextricable, pero viviente e infalible, el futuro vital 
del ser humano y sus infinitas posibilidades. El poeta profetiza creando nebulosas 
sentimentales, vagos protoplasmas, inquietudes constructivas de justicia y 
bienestar social. Lo demás, la anticipación expresa y rotunda de hechos concretos 
y aislados, no pasa de un candoroso expediente de brujería barata y es cosa muy 
fácil. Basta ser un inconsciente con manía de alucinado. Así hacen las sibilas 
vulgares. No importa que se realice o no lo que anuncian. (63) 
Like Brueggemann, Vallejo rejects the notion of prophecy as mere future-telling in favor 
of a poetics that speaks to the infinite possibilities of the human condition. In Vallejo’s 
interpretation, it does not matter if what the poet writes truly comes to pass, but rather 
that the poet speak to concerns about social justice and well-being. We are again 
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reminded of Brueggemann’s words: “We need to ask not whether it is realistic or 
practical or viable but whether it is imaginable.” (39) 
 For his part, Juan Larrea believed Vallejo to be perhaps the best expression of the 
prophetic voice that the world had ever seen, and dedicated several essays on the topic, 
including “César Vallejo o hispanoamérica en la cruz de su razón” (1957), “Vallejo en la 
crisis de nuestro tiempo” (1959), and of course his introduction to España, aparta de mí 
este cáliz “Profecía de américa” (1938). In this last example we read: 
Nunca, nunca, en lo que va de mundo, ni aun incluyendo el clamor de los profetas 
 bíblicos, se ha oído un acento más embargado por la materia exclusiva del 
 hombre, una más expresa vocación de muerte. Voz enteramente proletaria, a ras 
 de infortunio, en la que se han concentrado los tesoros ascéticos del pedernal 
 golpeado hasta la flagrante efusión de espíritu. (20) 
In this characterization Larrea gives Vallejo the prophetic potency of a mythological god; 
Prometheus bringing fire to humankind and suffering a sacrifice for the betterment of all 
humanity. In a post script written one year later, in 1939, Larrea writes:  
No hace aún dos años que murió César Vallejo. Mas han bastado para ver 
cómo algunos de los aspectos de la Profecía que animaba su persona se han 
cumplido. Como él, España ha muerto. La voluntad popular de España, el Ser que 
emana de su realidad profunda, se ha ofrecido como víctima en la cruz formada 
por su tendencia a la universalidad al tropezar contra la oposición de un 
despiadado nacionalismo. Y ha sido muerta, asesinada, con pretexto de sus 
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defectos accesorios y de situaciones que sus  enemigos deliberadamente 
provocaron, por la coalición de iniquidad en que intervinieron sin excepción todas 
las grandes naciones europeas. (29) 
Essential to Vallejo’s understanding of the prophetic voice is its sacrificial character. 
Brueggemann writes that in today’s society, “we are tempted to legitimate the denial by 
offering crossless good news and a future well-being without present anguish.” (45) 
Without the will to suffer, and indeed sacrifice oneself for a cause, there can be no 
productive beginnings or real societal change.14 In El arte y la revolución Vallejo writes: 
“El espíritu de heroicidad y sacrificio personal del intelectual revolucionario es […] 
esencial característica de su destino.” (43) This indispensable aspect of sacrifice is 
explored throughout this dissertation. 
 In the case of León Felipe, the act of sacrifice was nearly borne out physically, as 
he literally risked his life by reading the poem “La insignia” at the Metropolitan theater 
in Barcelona on March 28th 1937. In it Felipe denounces Republican Spain’s inability to 
offer a united front against fascism. His biographer Luis Rius writes: 
La insignia, […] junto al discurso que Miguel de Unamuno dijo en la Universidad 
de Salamanca, el 12 de octubre de 1936, [es] el texto más valiente que un poeta 
haya hecho público en España durante la guerra civil. Porque no se dirigía a los 
hombres de la retaguardia, entre los que él se contaba, para otra cosa más que para 
                                                          
14 This lack of a willingness to suffer in solidarity with the most marginalized of a community is exactly 
what Lorca condemns in New York’s white population in his poem, “El rey de Harlem”: “y los muchachos 
se desmayaban en la cruz del desperezo.” (128) Although many whites surely felt sympathy for 
marginalized African Americans, few seemed willing to face this inequality head-on.  
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increparles, echándoles en cara su error partidista. Su voz es aquí ya la de un 
profeta que anatematiza a los caudillos que mueven a las masas, y a las masas 
mismas que se dejan mover, porque sabe que están equivocándose, y 
equivocándose en algo en lo cual la equivocación es trágica y criminal. Y si ya el 
de Good bye, Panamá! tiene mucho de acento profético, es en La insignia donde 
su voz cobra por vez primera el valor pleno de la voz de un profeta, porque el 
hombre que la emite, al hacerlo, se está literalmente jugando la vida por ello en 
ese momento, y acepta ese riesgo y esa responsabilidad porque se sabe poseedor 
de la voz misma de la tierra en la cual dice sus palabras y el único hombre que 
puede preservar la verdad de los hombres y de los pueblos. (Rius 198) 
This long citation is an example of a poet who, incensed by righteous anger, is moved to 
prophetically denounce the failure of Republican Spain to put the needs of the many 
above sectarian divisions.15 Just like in the cases of Whitman and Lorca that we have 
seen, Felipe seems to have viewed “La insignia” specifically as an example of the 
relinquishing of his own individual identity in favor of a representation of universal 
humanity: 
Esa soberbia, paradójicamente, no puede darse más que en un poeta 
como León Felipe, que, sin saber por qué, sin explicárselo y, tal vez, sin 
querérselo explicar, siente que no es más que un instrumento por medio del cual 
                                                          
15 This poem, perhaps less polemically at the time, also criticizes England’s refusal to support the 
Republicans, writing ominously, “Las estrellas no duermen […] / y pedirán un día tu sangre.” (166) In a 
note written in 1947, Felipe writes that these lines “fueron una profecía terrible que tenía que cumplirse. 
Se cumplió. La sangre británica en 1942 enrojeció las aguas del Támesis [….]” (166) 
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una fuerza infinitamente más grande que él, y que no tiene voz, habla; que él, 
León Felipe, en realidad, no es nadie, es, todo lo más, algo así como un 
médium; lo que vale es la voz que de él sale, y la voz no es suya. (Rius 200) 
We are reminded again of Whitman’s words regarding the prophetic voice, “one whose 
mind bubbles up and pours fourth as a fountain,” (888) or of Ángel del Río’s similar 
assessment of Lorca: “by abandoning himself to the psychic volcanism where oracles 
take shape, [he] let the collective unconscious express itself [….]” (xxix). It is inescapable 
that the poetic intuition of these authors led them to a social poetry that spoke for a 
collective humanity in a lyric voice of empathy and sacrifice.   
 Both León Felipe and Walt Whitman shared very similar conceptions of the poet 
and poetry. In a short, little known, essay from November Boughs in 1888, Whitman 
writes: 
I should like, for myself, to put on record my devout acknowledgement 
not only of the great masterpieces of the past, but of the benefit of all poets, past 
and present, and of all poetic utterance – in its entirety the dominant moral factor 
of humanity’s progress. In view of that progress, and of evolution, the religious 
and aesthetic elements, the distinctive and most important of any, seem to me 
more indebted to poetry than to all other means and influences combined. In a 
very profound sense religion is the poetry of humanity. [sic] Then the points of 
union and rapport among all the poems and poets of the world, however wide 
their separations of time and place and theme, are much more numerous and 
weighty than the points of contrast. Without relation as they may seem at first 
23 
 
sight, the whole earth’s poets and poetry – en masse – […] really combine in one 
aggregate and electric globe or universe, with all its numberless parts and 
radiations held together by a common center or verteber [sic]. (86) 
Whitman repeats the message, often found in his poems,16 that poetry can reach across 
time and space to establish connections with readers. This example, however, connects 
his message more solidly with the prophetic tradition: “religion is the poetry of 
humanity.” The moral progress of the world was, for Whitman, dependent upon the voice 
of its poets. This was a conception that León Felipe seems likely to have shared. In 
Ganarás la luz, in the section “No hay más que un poeta,” Felipe writes:  
Los poemas impresos siguen siendo borradores sin corregir ni terminar y 
abiertos a cualquier luminosa colaboración. Aun muerto el poeta que los inició, 
puede otro después venir a seguirlos, a modificarlos, a completarlos, a unificarlos 
y fundirlos en el Gran Poema Universal. Y tal vez sea el mismo y único poeta el 
que venga, porque acaso no haya más que un solo Poeta en el mundo [….] (557) 
The authors studied in this dissertation are united in their prophetic message; a lyric voice 




                                                          




Walt Whitman’s Prophetic Voice and its Resonance in Hispanic Poetry 
Do I contradict myself? 
Very well then I contradict myself, 
(I am large, I contain multitudes.) (Whitman 246) 
 
 “Walt Whitman, a kosmos, of Manhattan the son” (45) is the first line of the 
twenty-fourth section of “Song of Myself,” perhaps Whitman’s most emblematic poem 
representative of a communal “I,” an ego so expansive that it eclipses the individual 
subject and instead gives voice to all.17 With these words the author locates himself both 
spatially and spiritually, an authentic voice of the still new United States and a person 
that encompasses masses, accepting everything and rejecting any difference between self 
and other. This brief line from his longest poem is representative of Whitman’s poetry,18 
and reminds us of what generations of readers the world over have found to love in his 
voice: An “I” that contains multitudes;19 a voice rooted in American democracy that 
nonetheless speaks for all people who would aspire to a better life. Even Whitman’s use 
                                                          
17 León Felipe writes in the prologue to his transation of “Song of Myself”: “Y más que el poeta de la 
democracia / es un poeta místico y heroico.” (1107) 
18 From Felipe’s prologue to his translation of “Song of Myself”: “El Canto a mí mismo es el momento más 
luminoso de Walt / y en él están contenidos su doctrina y su mensaje.” (1112) 
 
19 Langston Hughes writes in 1946:  
One of the greatest “I” poets of all time, Whitman’s “I” is not the “I” of the introspective 
versifiers who write always and only about themselves. Rather it is the cosmic “I” of all peoples 
who seek freedom, decency, and dignity, friendship and equality between individuals and races 




of an irregular spelling for “kosmos” with a “k,” reflecting the word’s Greek origin, 
expresses the poet’s desire for an inclusive language. While rooted in 19th century 
American progressivism, Whitman’s message is not one of exceptional exclusivity, but 
rather a call to erase the boundaries of both space and time. Instead of a limiting 
nationalism, Whitman’s poetry is expansive and seeks to include all.20  
Intimately linked to the poet’s responsibility of bringing a prophetic message to 
the fore, is the struggle for a more just and equitable society. Whitman writes, in the 
unbridled enthusiasm typical of the prologue to the first (1855) edition of Leaves of 
Grass: 
There will soon be no more priests. Their work is done. They may wait 
awhile… perhaps a generation or two... dropping off by degrees. A superior breed 
shall take their place… the gangs of kosmos and prophets en masse shall take 
their place. A new order shall arise and they shall be the priests of man, and every 
man shall be his own priest. The churches built under their umbrage shall be the 
churches of men and women. Through the divinity of themselves shall the kosmos 
and the new breed of poets be interpreters of men and women and of all events 
and things. (634-635)21 
                                                          
20 See sections 33-37 of “Song of Myself” (53-63) for an exemplar illustration of Whitman’s poetic gaze 
that longs to observe everything: “Space and Time!” (53)  
21 Whitman’s use of the word “Kosmos” surely comes from Alexander von Humboldt’s 5 volume work, 
Cosmos: A Sketch of a Physical Description of the Universe, published between 1845 and 1862. Laura 
Dassow Walls writes of its tremendous success: “In the United States, the 1850s were the decade of 
Humboldt, and his popularity approached cult status.” (Internet)  
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Whitman’s optimism here sees the future of the United States informed by an individual 
sense of spirituality that no longer heeds a traditional, hierarchical, structure of organized 
religion. Rather, each person will be witness to a new spiritual temper, and it will be the 
poet’s responsibility to open up the eyes of the world and guide everyone into this higher 
state of existence. 
 Though the message sounds utopic, in his 1870 essay Democratic Vistas Whitman 
specifically invokes the prophetic voice as a counterpoint to society’s materialism, which 
he sees as a basis for inequality and a hindrance to the realization of human potential: 
I say of all this tremendous and dominant play of solely materialistic 
bearings upon  current life in the United States, with the results as already seen, 
accumulating, and reaching far into the future, that they must either be confronted 
and met by at least an  equally subtle and tremendous force-infusion for purposes 
of Spiritualization, for the pure conscience, for genuine esthetics, and for absolute 
and primal manliness and womanliness—or else our modern civilization, with all 
its improvements, is in vain, and we are on the road to a destiny, a status, 
equivalent, in its real world, to that of the fabled damned. (73) 
Whitman was not blind to the limitations of a democratic society with its increasing faith 
on unbridled capitalist growth, and advocated for a counterbalance to a system that would 
inevitably privilege material markers of fulfillment: 




– To furnish, therefore, something like escape and foil and remedy 
– to restrain, with gentle but sufficient hand, the terrors of materialistic […] 
civilization – to ascend to more ethereal, yet just as real, atmospheres – to invoke 
and set forth ineffable portraits of Personal Perfection, (the true, final aim of all,) I 
say my eyes are fain to behold […] – and my spirit to prophecy – […] far more 
efficient than any hitherto, arising. I say we must enlarge and entirely recast the 
theory of noble authorship, and conceive and put up as our model, a Literatus – 
groups, series of Literatuses […] – not only possessed by, and possessors of, 
Democracy even – but with the equal of the burning fire and extasy [sic] of 
Conscience, which have brought down to us, over and through the centuries, that 
chain of old unparalleled Judean prophets, with their flashes of power, wisdom 
and poetic beauty, lawless as lightning, indefinite – yet power, wisdom, beauty, 
above all mere art, and surely, in some respects, above all else we know of mere 
literature. (Democratic vistas 74) 
The passage is important to this thesis, as Whitman posits not just literature, but 
specifically the prophetic tradition in literature, as an antidote to those forces in society 
that would rob us of our humanity. Thus, Whitman’s goal of “Personal Perfection,” a 
revolutionary spiritual awakening, will be brought about through a re-imagining of the 
role of literature as prophetic in the Judeo-Christian tradition. It is the poet’s task to 




 The essential synthesis of Whitman’s content and form, a multitudinous “I” that 
would be employed by Felipe, Lorca, and Vallejo, had in fact already been commented 
upon in one of the first European book-length translation of Whitman, Valery Larbaud’s 
substantive translation of Whitman into French in 1918,22 where he writes in the prologue 
to his edition: 
En dernière analyse : l’expression pure. C’est là, n’en déplaise à ceux qui 
introduisent le préjugé politique en tiers dans leurs rapports avec les œuvres d’art, 
c’est là que le pas en avant a été fait, le coup frappé pour « la vielle cause »; c’est 
dans l’expression même qu’il y a eu augmentation de la liberté humaine. (52)23 
In this assessment of Whitman, there is no separating his voice from a “plenipotente” 
(“full and plentiful,” to borrow a term from Guillermo de Torre) view of life. The force of 
Whitman’s lyricism springs from the perfect synthesis of the poet’s voice and his 
humanist aesthetic; the form and content of his poetry. 
 Since the avant-garde was not limited to a particular country but was rather a 
worldwide phenomenon,24 it comes as no surprise that Larbaud’s early assessment of 
Whitman also rings true for Spanish poets. Guillermo de Torre goes so far as to translate 
Larbaud’s key assessment of Whitman’s poetic voice as evidence of his impact upon 
Spanish lyricism:  
                                                          
22 Larbaud’s contribution is found in Oeuvres choisies, a full-length translation of Whitman subsequent 
only to Léon Bazalgette’s 1909, Walt Whitman: Feullies d’herbe. 
 
23 Larbaud’s analysis is reminiscent of Whitman’s poem, “To Thee Old Cause.” 
 
24 Joyce’s Ulysses, Eliot’s The Waste Land, and Vallejo’s Trilce were all published in 1922, for example, 




Es su descubrimiento una poesía del yo libertado del egoísmo en el sentido 
estrecho de la  palabra, del yo agrandado con todo aquello de que abjura del yo, 
que deja de enfurruñarse, apartado, o de cuidarse o de cultivar sus manías o de 
adorarse, para vivir en contacto con los demás yo, para vivir en masse. (291)25    
According to de Torre, Whitman’s innovation was to have unified the public and lyric 
voice, thereby opening up the possibilities of poetic expression and anticipating the 
avant-garde lyric experimentation of the early twentieth century. Out of this dual 
aesthetic and moral vision, Whitman founded a modern poetry that broke with poetic 
tradition and placed his work within a context of universal humanism.  
 It was Emerson who perhaps planted the seed of poetry’s religious affiliations in 
Whitman. In his essay, “The Poet,” Emerson writes: “[T]he poet, who re-attaches things 
to nature and the Whole, – re-attaching even artificial things, and violations of nature, to 
nature, by a deeper insight, – disposes very easily of the most disagreeable facts” (225).  
In his own words found in the prologue to the first edition of Leaves of Grass, Whitman 
describes the rupture between traditional poetry and his new book as similar to the act of 
Prometheus, in that both illuminate a new vision of the world for humanity: 
Other poets celebrate great events, personages, romances, wars, loves, 
passions, victories and power of their country, or some real or imagined incident – 
and polish their work and come to conclusions, and satisfy the reader. This poet 
                                                          
25 “C’est sa découverte bien à lui: une poésie du moi délivré de l’égoïsme au sens étroit du mot, du moi 
agrandi de tout ce qu´il abjure ; du moi qui cesse de bouder, à l’écart, ou de si soigner, ou de cultiver ses 




celebrates natural propensities in himself; and that is the way he celebrates all. He 
comes to no conclusions, and does not satisfy the reader. He certainly leaves him 
what the serpent left the woman and the man, the taste of the Paradise tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, never to be erased again. (794) 
Whitman’s own conception of his poetry is thus a complete renovation of what was 
considered artistic expression. His is a voice integrated into modernity, allowing for a 
precise poetic representation that would be impossible through any other means. Daily 
life is brought into his poetry, and the poet’s own voice folds back onto itself, erasing any 
trace of an individual, egotistic identity. “The profit of rhyme is that it drops seeds of a 
sweeter and more luxuriant rhyme, and of uniformity that conveys itself into its own 
roots in the ground and out of sight” (Whitman 621). Whitman’s poetry is not an end in 
itself, but rather an experience of artistic revolution and a renovated comprehension of 
the modern world. 
 
Whitman’s importance in Hispanic poetry 
Though Whitman’s presence in the Hispanic lyric has been touched upon in the 
past, most notably perhaps in the anthology edited by Gay Wilson Allen and Ed Folsom, 
Walt Whitman & the World, there has been little recent criticism dedicated to how his 
voice became so crucial to Spanish language writers of the 1920s and 1930s. Fernando 
Alegría’s article in this anthology, “Whitman in Spain and Latin America,” offers a brief 
introduction to the theme of Whitman in the Hispanic lyric: 
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During the Spanish Civil War, some of these poets praised the heroism of 
the antifascist fighters in a tone clearly akin to Whitman’s. Pablo Neruda and 
César Vallejo in Latin America and León Felipe, García Lorca, and Jorge 
Guillén26 in Spain are the leading examples of such a trend. (81) 
This anthology goes little further than this mentioning of a few names however, ignoring 
any specific examples from Lorca or Vallejo, though it does briefly address León Felipe, 
José Martí, and Pablo Neruda. Alegría’s book-length study, Walt Whitman en 
hispanoamerica, published in 1954, likewise ignores Vallejo and is dismissive of Lorca: 
“En cuanto a García Lorca es justo decir que, si bien le rindió homenaje a Whitman en 
una oda que forma parte de El poeta [sic] en Nueva York, la verdad es que no se asimiló 
ninguna de sus tendencias estéticas.” (249) The lyric voice of Lorca’s New York poetry 
would seem to contradict this analysis. 
                                                          
26 Alegría writes: “In his Cántico… he sang with elegance and transparent clarity – in a form closer to 
Valéry than to Whitman – his sense of wonder before all forms of life, the mystery of the physical world, 
the happiness of merely existing; in short, he expressed a pantheistic vision of the world, which he shares 
with Whitman.” (81) By way of an example, the anthology includes a translation of a letter Guillén wrote 
to the same translator, Roger Asselineau, dated April 11, 1971:  
 I first took notice of the great poet – I still consider him so –in the twenties, and I read 
him with interest a little later at Sevilla in the thirties in Léon Bazalgette’s translation published 
by the Mercure de France (1922 is the date of my edition). My reading of it – which I pursued in 
English – was posterior to the impulse which made me write Cántico…. 
Whitman dazzled me and confirmed my instinctive tendency to look for – or better, to 
feel for – an immediate contact with life without looking for it. It is strange that man’s 
attachment to life should not be accompanied by a clearer consciousness: the consciousness of 
the ears which hear, of the eyes which see, of the lungs which breathe. Life and poetry are like 
deep breathing. Nothing made me feel it so much – from a literary point of view – as Whitman’s 
verse, whose form did not suit my purpose as a poet and whose historical birth took place far 
away [….] But I was attracted by the élan, by the lambent light of dawn, by physical health as a 
potent factor, and the loving embrace; by that manly encounter with a beyond  which is this 




Alegría also criticizes Felipe’s translation of Whitman for being overly 
politicized: “La traducción de Felipe peca básicamente de este defecto: estridencia super-
impuesta a una poesía que es sobria dentro de su poderoso acento social místico.” (379) 
Alegría does, however, mention the importance of a political reading of Whitman in 
avant-garde poetry: “[L]os integrantes del movimiento poético llamado vanguardismo 
han auspiciado una especie de renacimiento whitmaniano en los últimos años exaltando 
exclusivamente aquello de liberal y proletario que se contiene en su poesía [….]” 
(Alegría 14) Since his example is limited to Pablo Neruda,27 there is an obvious need to 
expound on exactly how Whitman influenced twentieth century Hispanic poetry.28 
Guillermo de Torre’s 1925 work, Literaturas europeas de vanguardia, an 
authoritative study on the Hispanic avant-garde, provides de Torre’s interpretation of 
what he believes the greatest interest to the European avant-garde in Whitman’s poetry: 
Mas no es, con todo, esta frenética adhesión democrática lo que impele 
nuestro entusiasmo fervoroso hacia la lírica whitmaniana. Preferimos, más bien, 
en sus poemas su puro valor lírico, su fuerza vital, y su virtud ejemplificadora; la 
liberación completa del concepto tradicional de la poesía interior, la manera cómo 
hace entrar a la vida plenipotente en la lírica y su revolución formal: más allá del 
                                                          
27 See Alegría, pages 314-349. 
28 Alegría’s book, Walt Whitman en hispano américa, is obviously a product of the time in which it was 
written. Published in 1954, readers today have a different understanding of Whitman as a person. 
Perhaps no example highlights this more than Alegría’s chapter, “La cuestión sexual,” (225-246) which 
rejects any notions of Whitman’s homosexuality, arguing that there is no evidence for any “anormalidad 
sexual”. (226) In this case, increased social acceptance today allows for a more complete understanding of 
Whitman and his work. 
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verso libre, en el amplio fluir  del versículo, encuentra un módulo peculiar inédito. 
(292) 
By the 1920s and 1930s, Whitman’s influence was associated as much with an all-
encompassing vision of humanity as with a first-person lyric voice. The latter, as we will 
see, was privileged by early 1920’s Hispanic poets, epitomized in Vicente Huidobro’s 
Altazor, a work that would lead to creationism, while the former gained new protagonism 
under the ascendant political threat of fascism.  
Though a few scattered poems were translated into Spanish at the end of the 19th 
and beginning of the 20th century, Álvaro Armando Vasseur in 1912 was the first to offer 
a substantial, book-length translation of Whitman’s work into Spanish. In the prologue to 
this book, titled simply Poemas, Vasseur notes that “La influencia de Walt Whitman es 
ya universal.” (i) It is a startling assertion, coming hardly 20 years after Whitman’s death, 
when his status among North American letters was still far from secure.29  
                                                          
29 Allen Ginsberg notes: 
When I went to Columbia College in 1945, between ’44 and ’49, by scholars and 
academic poets and by professors and their ilk and by the Cold War soldiers and 
warriors of those  days, Whitman was considered some lonesome, foolish crank who’d 
lived in poverty and likely Bohemian dis-splendor [….] (Song 252) 
Meridel LeSueur echoes a similar sentiment about Whitman’s reception in the United States during the first 
half of the twentieth century: 
When I was fifteen and first read Whitman before World War I, he was 
considered by the Christian culture to be pornographic because he was for the body on 
this earth with all the senses and life now without waiting for some far-off heaven. 
The socialists were often puritans but they often loved and certainly circulated 
Leaves of Grass,  because of Whitman’s passionate democracy, love of Lincoln and 
poems about European revolutionists and his love of the common people and 
occupations. 
The IWW [Industrial Workers of the World] loved Whitman more for they had a 
pagan streak and  did believe in “free love” or that love was free [….] 
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Vasseur goes on in his prologue to mention poetic movements that he believes 
Whitman to have spawned; most notably the social poets in France and the Futurists in 
Italy. He names several groundbreaking Hispanic poets and their indebtedness to 
Whitman as well, such as Miguel de Unamuno, Leopoldo Lugones,30 and Rubén Darío, 
and also points to the influence of Ralph Waldo Emerson in Whitman’s poetry:31 
Estimulado por los ensayos de Emerson, había soñado muchas veces en 
una forma lírica – capaz de descender a los más nimios detalles cotidianos y de 
remontarse a todas las plenitudes espirituales –, sin caer en la prosa ni en la 
poética tradicionales [….] Para lograrlo era menester renunciar a la tradición 
poética europea; hacer tablarrasa de sus temas y de sus musiquillas verbales; 
volver a lo más antiguo, a lanzarse en lo desconocido [….] Walt Whitman, guiado 
por su extraordinario instinto poético, remontó a las fuentes mismas de los 
grandes Evangelios, verdaderas canciones de cuna de las razas. (iii) 
In order to establish a direct communication with his readers, Whitman recurred to 
biblical sources, Western culture’s foundational “lullabies,” according to Vasseur. Far 
                                                          
During the McCarthy period you could not write your dissertation in Minnesota 
on Whitman. The southern agrarians made him a bad word, at best a naïve yokel of the 
mob. Their fierce animosity showed how good he was for us, how dangerous, how alive. 
(Song 353-356) 
 
30 39 years after the first edition of Poemas, for a preface meant for the sixth edition of this work in 1951, 
Vasseur notes that it was on Lugones’ desk where he first saw “Leaves of Grass.” (Whitman Archive) 
 
31 It is difficult to overstate Emerson’s importance in Whitman’s early poetry. One must look no farther 
than Whitman’s 1855 prologue or “Song of Prudence” to find the writer in dialogue with Emerson’s 
essays, “The Poet” and “Prudence,” respectively. In a letter from Emerson to Whitman in 1855 shortly 
after the publication of the first edition of Leaves of Grass, Emerson wrote the now famous phrase: “I 




from a mere recapitulation of Judeo-Christian biblical verse, Whitman’s goal was more 
ambitious, calling not for the materialization of the spiritual, but the spiritualization of the 
material,32 as César Vallejo would similarly argue for more than 80 years later.33  
Vasseur’s characterization, as we have seen, points out the prophetic element of 
Whitman’s voice, and his interpretation framed Whitman’s poetry for generations of 
Spanish-language readers. His translation, more than any other work, is responsible for 
Whitman’s poetry being read by Hispanic authors,34 and it is this rendering of Whitman’s 
poetry that in all likelihood was read by León Felipe, Federico García Lorca, and César 
Vallejo.  
Valery Larbaud, in the prologue to his own translation of Whitman’s poems, also 
refers to this author as “Un Whitman prophète, un Whitman ouvrier, un Whitman 
philosophe” (12). This seeming paradox of a prophet-proletariat-philosopher is echoed in 
José Martí’s celebration of Whitman’s democratic persona, which posits him as a shining 
                                                          
32 In a famous example from “Song of Myself,” we read: 
What is the grass? 
 […] 
I guess it is the handkerchief of the Lord, 
A scented gift and remembrancer designedly dropt, 
Bearing the owner’s name someway in the corners, that we may see and remark, and say 
Whose? (30) 
 
33 Vallejo writes in “La responsabilidad del escritor,” further discussed in chapter 4:  
[L]os escritores libres están obligados a consustanciarse con el pueblo, a hacer llegar su 
inteligencia a la inteligencia del pueblo y romper esa barrera secular que existe entre la 
inteligencia y el pueblo, entre el espíritu y la materia [….] [E]s necesario no que el espíritu vaya a 
la materia como diría cualquier escritor de la clase dominante, sino que es necesario que la 
materia se acerque al espíritu de la inteligencia, se acerque a ella horizontalmente, no 
verticalmente, esto es, hombro a hombro. (90) 
 
34 At least until Felipe’s translation in 1941, “Canto a mí mismo.” 
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example, similar to a god, for an emerging modernity (102). Martí, the first Hispanic 
intellectual to introduce Whitman to a Spanish-reading public, was fortunate enough to 
have actually seen an aging Whitman give a lecture on Lincoln in New York in 1887. In 
his subsequent article, “El poeta Walt Whitman,” written in the same year, Martí 
describes the extraordinary characteristics that would soon lead to Whitman’s 
international acclaim: “Sólo los libros sagrados de la antigüedad ofrecen una doctrina 
comparable, por su profético lenguaje y robusta poesía, a la que en grandiosos y 
sacerdotales apotegmas emite, a manera de bocanadas de luz, este poeta viejo [.…]” 
(102) Similarly to the prologue of Vasseur’s translation, Martí’s insistence that 
Whitman’s poetry can only be compared with biblical, prophetic, language, is remarkable 
in that this is the first critical response to Whitman in the Spanish language, especially 
compared to the relative silence with which Leaves of Grass was met in the United States 
until well into the 20th century.35  
This affinity that Martí felt for Whitman was due at least in part to their shared 
faith in democracy, and he refers to Whitman as an “hombre natural” (102) who “no tiene 
cátedra, ni pulpito, ni escuela” (103). He likewise condemns all that he perceives as not 
being a natural product of American society: “Las universidades y latines han puesto a 
los hombres de manera que ya no se conocen; en vez de echarse unos en brazos de los 
otros, atraídos por lo esencial y eterno, se apartan, piropeándose como placeras, por 
                                                          
35 An exception is the work of an intimate friend of Whitman’s, Richard Maurice Bucke’s book Cosmic 
Consciousness (1901). Though having a negligent resonance in future Whitman studies, the book is 
notable for its analysis of more than 30 individuals (Christ, Mohammed, Moises, Socrates, Dante, William 
Blake, Henry David Thoreau, Walt Whitman, etc.), all sharing the similar attribute of a “Cosmic 
Consciousness”: “[A] higher form of consciousness than that possessed by the ordinary man.” (1) 
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diferencias de mero accidente [….]” (102) Martí’s introduction of Whitman to a Spanish 
language public thus highlights Whitman’s faith in democracy, and the possibility of a 
world of greater equality through his poetic example. 
Rubén Darío would echo this sentiment in his 1889 poem, “Walt Whitman,” by 
referring to the North American as a “patriarch” (293). These characterizations would not 
have been lost on Vallejo, Lorca, or Felipe, who instead viewed Whitman less as a 
“patriarch” than as a “hobo” (Vallejo, Artículo y Crónicas II: 573), or proletariat (Lorca, 
“Oda a Walt Whitman”) or vagabond (Felipe, “Cantará su cancion y se irá”). Thus, the 
poetic representation of Whitman in these 20th century authors moves away from an 
earlier idealization of Whitman to a greater emphasis on his everyday humanity.  
In a verse that would later be transformed by García Lorca, Darío echoes Martí’s 
heroic depiction of Whitman, writing in his poem “Walt Whitman”: “Son sus cansados 
hombros dignos del manto” (Darío 294). It is useful to read this verse alongside another, 
from Lorca’s “Oda a Walt Whitman,” written in 1929, 41 years after Darío’s poem: “ni 
tus hombros de pana gastados por la luna” (220). In the first example, Darío refers to the 
suffering of the poet, the synecdoche of tired shoulders, without refuge, but deserving of 
a royal cloak. In the second, we see the same image of tired shoulders worn down by 
work, but now it is complicated by the presence of the moon, which places the poetic 
figure outdoors in a rural rather than urban setting, and is frequently a symbol of death 
throughout Lorca’s poetry.36 The cloth of privilege with which Darío draped Whitman 
has been replaced by the corduroy of a laborer. This is not to say that Lorca (or Felipe, or 
                                                          
36 See “Romance de la luna, luna” (Lorca 141) 
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Vallejo) rejected a spiritual reading of Whitman’s poetry, but rather recast this 
interpretation in more quotidian language. 
 Miguel de Unamuno, in his 1914 essay “El canto adánico,” comments on 
Whitman’s use of anaphora, relating this aspect of Whitman’s poetry to “salmos 
hebraicos” (quoted in García 386). Moreover, the length of Whitman’s poetic lines recall 
the rhythmic phrase of a wave, “la frase rítmica de una ola” (Martí 114), a form which, 
according to Matt Miller, Whitman actively sought to recreate in his poetry. Miller 
examines this characteristic of Whitman’s poetry, which he calls “periodic rhythm”: 
Emphasizing Whitman’s use of “more ancient and native meter based on the 
rhythmic ‘period’ between stresses.” This “periodic rhythm” creates a wave-like 
“pyramidal” structure, an “envelope” of rising and falling lines, the rhythm of 
which resembles the rising and falling of waves. (25) 
More than just this style, which does indeed find its source in the voices of the biblical 
prophets, we can see in Whitman’s manuscripts that he actually contemplated a project 
that would have displaced “Song of Myself” from its central role in his poetry. After the 
publication of the second edition of Leaves of Grass, Whitman jotted in one of the 
ubiquitous notebooks that he would carry on his person: “The Great Construction of a 
New Bible. Not to be diverted from the principle object – the main life work – the three 
hundred and sixty-five. – It ought to be ready in 1859 (June ’57)” (Whitman 784). As this 
example demonstrates, Whitman imagined the creation of his work in biblical terms, 
bringing a new religious reading to a still young United States, while being careful this 
not be an obstacle for his poetic vision (“the three hundred and sixty five”) which sought 
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a direct connection with his surrounding reality. “Every touch should thrill” (218) wrote 
Emerson in “The Poet,” and it was one of the lessons from this essay which Whitman 
would assimilate into his work throughout his life. 
 Whitman sought a direct contact with his reader in each verse, but unlike 
Huidobro’s37 attempt to construct a new poetic reality, Whitman’s goal was to give poetic 
representation to the burgeoning modernity around him. Juan Larrea writes in Rendición 
de espíritu (1943) that it was this characteristic of Whitman that attracted his 
contemporary readers: “La devoción integral de Walt Whitman hacia la Poesía no se 
refiere, claro está, a una poesía literaria que repetidamente contempla por encima del 
hombro, sino a la Poesía viva, palpitante en toda cosa e identificada para el ser humano 
con la Vida misma, con sus actividades cotidianas, con su participación en la Creación.” 
(292) Larrea’s observation highlights the value of Whitman’s poetry to Hispanic authors: 
a living voice that would illuminate the sacredness of everything it touches. Guillermo de 
Torre points out Whitman’s novelty in elevating the everyday to the level of poetry: 
“Whitman es, del mismo modo, el primer poeta moderno que busca la inspiración directa, 
virgen, en el ambiente que le rodea, sin necesidad de elevarse a lo irreal, a lo sublime o a 
lo abstracto, abandonando las estrechas estancias del subjetivismo” (206).  
                                                          
37 Vicente Huidobro also points to Emerson’s essay, “The Poet,” as a basis for his 1921 manifesto, 
“El Creacionismo,” and even translates a key phrase from Emerson to support his own aesthetic theory: 
“Un pensamiento tan vivo que, como el espíritu de una planta o de un animal, tiene una arquitectura 
propia, adorna la naturaleza con una cosa nueva” (732). Beyond providing a basis for Creationism, this 
phrase also points toward an essential element of Whitman’s poetry that the Hispanic avant-garde would 
embrace as its own: a poetic creation capable of directly expressing modernity. 
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 In this celebration of modern life Whitman approaches the unrestrained exaltation 
of the Italian Futurists for all things new, loud, and fast. It is not a surprise therefore that 
Filippo Marinetti recognizes the innovation of Whitman’s poetry: “We accept only the 
illuminating work of the four or five great precursors of Futurism. I allude to Emile Zola 
and Walt Whitman [….]” (Marinetti 95) An exemplary poem illustrating these 
correspondences between Whitman and the Italian Futurists is “To a Locomotive in 
Winter.” Revealingly, in the notes found in this poem’s manuscript, Whitman writes: 
“The two ideas of Power & Motion (twins, dear to the modern)” (395). This vision of 
everything modern is reflected in the poem, and reminds readers of “the beauty of speed” 
from Marinetti’s “Manifesto of Futurism” (51). Likewise, the locomotive’s mechanical 
characteristics are pronounced in Whitman’s poem: “Thy black cylindric body, Golden 
brass and silvery steel, / […] / The dense and murky clouds out-belching from thy smoke 
stack”38 (395). It is a celebration of the overwhelming force of these machines which 
bring modernity on their tracks, and a theme Marinetti repeats when he writes of “bloated 
railway stations that devour smoke-plumed serpents” (51). In contrast to this celebration 
of modernity, the perspectives of each of these poets regarding war couldn’t have been 
more distinct. Marinetti writes in his Futurist manifesto that: “We glorify war – the 
world’s only hygiene [.…]” (51). This perspective exalts war, regardless of its 
devastating results. Whitman, on the other hand, reconnects war with a humanist vision: 
“I too […] sing war, and a longer and greater one than any / […] / Waged in my book 
                                                          
38 Whitman emphasizes this anti-sentimental image of the locomotive: “(No sweetness debonair of tearful 
harp or glib piano thine,)” (395). The rejection of sentimentality is a characteristic typical of the avant-
garde. See Ortega y Gasset, La deshumanización del arte, “Sigue la deshumanización del arte”, 63-68. 
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[…] / For life and death, for the Body and for the eternal Soul” (4). There is war in 
Whitman’s poetry, but rather than a call to violence, it acts as a balm to reconnect our 
lives to a world where we would otherwise find only dehumanization. 
 In the preceding example of the locomotive we can perceive a double poetic 
expression of Whitman’s: thematically, his poetry recognizes the need to give voice to an 
emerging modernity in the United States, while formally, it integrates elements into the 
lyric which are not traditionally considered poetic material. Located within the mutual 
friction sustained between these two poles is the poem’s material aesthetic, from which 
springs forth the lyric voice of the poet. “One’s-Self I sing, a simple separate person, / 
Yet utter the word Democratic, the word En-Masse” (Whitman 3). This poem, heading 
the last four editions of Leaves of Grass,39 speaks of the possibility of containing the 
infinite within the confines of the individual. It is a poetic gesture only possible through 
Whitman’s lyric voice, containing multitudes.40 
 This integration of an ethical perspective into the author’s personal aesthetic is 
visible throughout Whitman’s poetry. In “Song of Prudence,” however, we see an 
especially instructive case regarding this double movement of Whitman’s: “Who has 
been wise receives interest, / Savage, felon, President, judge, farmer, sailor, mechanic, / 
                                                          
39 These are the editions of 1867, 1872, 1881, and 1892. 
40 Juan Larrea similary describes the value of Whitman’s poetry as the synthesis between the induvial and 
the collective, writing in Rendición de espíritu:  
[L]a coexistencia de los dos rasgos polares que construyen la síntesis del ser humano: la 
individualidad, participación directa y subjetiva, mediante las naturales entidades históricas, en 
el alma universal – myself –, y su contrario, aquello que Whitman define por medio de la palabra 





literat, young, old, it is the same” (315). In this example, Whitman strives to provide a 
moral lesson to society as a whole. The fact that the 1856 version of this poem included 
“prostitute” between “judge” and “farmer” brings to the fore the total democratic 
morality that Whitman tried to elaborate in his poetry. The circumstances of this specific 
poem’s composition reveal, as well, a peculiarity of Whitman’s method of poetic 
composition: of the poem’s 56 verses, all but two are taken directly from the preface that 
the author wrote for the first edition of Leaves of Grass in 1855.  
A near constant characteristic of Whitman’s poetry is a language that blurs the 
line between prose and poetry, and forces the reader to reflect on the very nature of poetic 
expression. Other poems such as “I Sing the Body Electric,” that deteriorates into a litany 
of body parts, or “Song of the Broad-Axe” with its scattering of individual words 
referring to products wrought by the axe, imply this same question, while at the same 
time putting in doubt any notions of originality. The idea of “originality” was in fact 
something that Whitman held in relatively little esteem: “Because the originality of 
authorship is in his view artificial, there is little reason to avoid using text written by 
others, as long as it is recontextualized so that it can show itself in new combinations” 
(Miller 90).41 Once again, we find that this novel approach to literary creation actually 
originates from Emerson’s formative essay: “Bare lists of words are found suggestive, to 
an imaginative and excited mind [….]” (225) Whitman’s poetic composition is in this 
way a confluence of language originating from the contemporary world of the poet, as 
                                                          
41 The significance of authorship is further investigated in chapter two, specifically in regard to León 
Felipe’s borrowing of Whitman’s poetry. 
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well as re-appropriated language, taken out of its ordinary context; a catalogue, perhaps, 
or a scientific text as is the case with “I Sing the Body Electric.”  
These loose words are then reorganized into a poetic composition, creating a 
collage, decades before Cubists, Futurists, Surrealists, or Dadaists would experiment with 
this artistic medium (Miller 218). “These dual strands of his creative process – his 
collage-like appropriations of outside text and his juxtapositions of snippets of language 
based on immediate and direct sensory perception – coexist despite any apparent 
contradictions”. (Miller 176) Whitman’s poetry thus questions the privilege associated 
with “traditional” art, and seeks an immediate communication with the reader by way of 
a shared connection with lived experience. In the same way, it is an appeal to the reader’s 
direct participation with the text, and an obligation to participate in the poetic 
comprehension of the work. Whitman writes in the preface of the 1855 edition of Leaves 
of Grass: “What I experience or portray shall go from my composition without a shred of 
my composition. You shall stand by my side and look in the mirror with me” (624). In a 
description of his own poetic theory Whitman is even more direct. In his manuscripts, he 
writes:  
[T]he process of Reading is not a half-sleep, but, in the highest sense, an 
exercise, a gymnast’s struggle; that the reader is to do something for himself, 
must be on the alert, must him or herself construct indeed the poem, argument, 
history, metaphysical essay –  the text furnishing the hints, the clue, the start or 
frame-work. Not the book needs so much to be the complete thing, but the reader 
of the book does. (Miller 243) 
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This description of the incredible, “gymnastic” effort required to understand a work of art 
could very well refer to the process of reading an avant-garde poem from the 20th 
century. What’s more, it’s clear from reading these quotes that traditional poetic forms 
could no longer sufficiently contain Whitman’s poetry. Leaves of Grass, as Whitman 
commented to his biographer Horace Traubel, is a “language experiment” (Whitman 
Archive). 
 Whitman cultivated a poetic expression that was direct and clear. In his 
notebooks, where he often sketched out his ideas for new poetry, Whitman wrote the 
following lines expressing his aesthetic wishes: 
In future Leaves of Grass. Be more severe with the final revision of the 
poem, nothing will do, not one word or sentence that is not perfectly clear – with 
positive purpose – harmony with the name, nature, drift of the poem. Also no 
ornaments, especially no ornamented adjectives unless they have come molten 
hot, and imperiously prove themselves. No ornamental similes at all – not one: 
perfect transparent clearness sanity,  and health are wanted – that is the divine 
style – O if it can be attained – (783) 
In a subsequent manuscript, Whitman again manifests the importance of a poetics devoid 
of ornamentation:  
 Rules for Composition 
A perfectly transparent plate-glassy style, artless, with no ornaments, or 
attempts at ornaments, for their own sake…. Too much attempt at ornament is the 
blur upon nearly all literary styles. Clearness, simplicity, no twisted or foggy 
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sentences, at all – the most translucid clearness without variation. (quoted in 
Miller 42) 
This preoccupation with achieving an absolute clarity of expression would span the 
breadth of Whitman’s artistic life (Miller 41). In this sense it is interesting to compare 
Whitman’s efforts with the ideas described in Jorge Luis Borges’ 1921 Ultraist 
Manifesto, in which he lends the utmost importance to the pursuit of clarity: “Abolición 
de los trebejos ornamentales, el confesionalismo, las prédicas y la nebulosidad 
rebuscada” (Borges). One of the central tenets of Ultraism then was the suppression of all 
ornamentation. Borges wrote in regard to his 1919 poem, “Himno del mar:” “En ese 
poema, hice mi máximo esfuerzo por ser Walt Whitman”. (Textos recobrados 10). It’s 
clear from Borge’s admitted desire to “be” Whitman that, at least during this Ultraist 
phase of the Argentine writer, Whitman exerted a tremendous influence among the early 
Hispanic avant-garde poets.42  
 León Felipe writes: “Se apellida Whitman. / Pero Dios le llama Walt.” (1104) For 
Felipe this isn’t diminutive: “Más bien es la poda del patronímico hasta el monosílabo / 
simple, onomatopéyico y gutural: Walt.” (1103) It is astonishing now to take measure of 
Whitman’s impact on modern poetry. Allen Ginsberg, one of the most influential and 
popular North American poets of the twentieth century, often acknowledged his debt to 
Whitman,43 frequently placing his name alongside European avant-garde poets, 
especially Lorca. In a letter dated May 18th, 1956, Ginsberg writes:  
                                                          
42 See David Shames’ article: “Leaves of Whitman: Felipe, Borges, and the Hybrid Translator.” 




As in all things a reliance on nature and spontaneity (as well as much 
experience writing and practicing to arrive at spontaneity which IS A CRAFT not 
a jerk-off mode [….])  
The long line, the prose poem, the spontaneous sketch are XX century 
French forms which Academic versifiers despite their continental interests […] 
have completely ignored. Why?  
This form of writing is very popular in S.A. [South America] and is after 




Apollinaire notwithstanding, and there is no doubt as to his foundational role in avant-
garde aesthetics,44 Ginsberg seems to have realized the breadth of Whitman’s influence 
on twentieth century poetry. Galway Kinnell writes: “Whitman’s return to American 
poetry, if we can set a date, did not come until 1956, one hundred and one years after the 
appearance of Leaves of Grass, with the publication of Ginsberg’s Howl [….]” (216) 
Whitman’s circuitous path to prominence in North American letters is thus a product of 
the global reach of his poetry. This dissertation explores the context of Whitman’s voice 
in the specific examples of León Felipe, Federico García Lorca, and César Vallejo. As we 
                                                          
44 “Porque la figura de Apollinaire, por encima de la categoría intrínseca que le adjudica su obra, posee un 
trascendente valor representativo, encarna un tipo nuevo de lucífero orientador que rasga las brumas 
porveniristas […] Apollinaire: hito inicial, punto de partida de las nuevas trayectorias literarias en la ruta 
cubista. No el único, pero sí el más anticipadamente matutino y augural. De ahí que en las letras de 
vanguardia adquiera un magno relieve de precursor. Fue el animateur por excelencia de la nueva estética 
en los días ortales [sic] y encrespados de luchas y previdencias.” (de Torre 110) 
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shall see, Whitman’s poetry avoids what he called “ornamentation” or “dulcet rhymes” 
(Whitman 272), and instead opens the readers’ eyes to his or her own role within a larger 
community. Whitman’s lyricism is an ever-renewing fountain, a revolutionary song 
encouraging active social engagement, and those poets who do not hear it will miss this 
possibility of this continual poetic expansion. In the words of Vallejo from 1929, which 
Ginsberg would unknowingly echo 27 years later: “Se quedan en el verso de bufete, en la 
masturbación.” (Artículos y crónicas, II: 780) The poets described in this dissertation 














Chapter Two  
Poets to Come: León Felipe’s taking of the Torch 
El verso anterior al mío es una antorcha que traía en la mano el poeta delantero que me 
buscaba, y el verso que me sigue es una luz que está encendiendo otro en las sombras 
espesas de la noche, viendo mis señales. (Ganarás la luz 159) 
 
 The first line of Ganarás la luz (1943), a unique work that is both poetic 
anthology and autobiography – and a culminating achievement of the first half of León 
Felipe’s poetic career – summarizes how the author has come to be perceived by most 
literary criticism: “Siempre he sido un hombre inoportuno y un español desentonado y 
anacrónico.” (397) Born in Tábara, in the province of Zamora, Spain45 on April 11th,46 
1884, and finding the end of his life in Mexico City on September 18th, 1968, Felipe lived 
at the interstice of generations and nationalities. Too young to be considered a member of 
the acclaimed “Generación del 98” yet too mature to fully embrace the avant-garde fervor 
of the “Generacion del 27,” Felipe nevertheless bore witness to the schism in world 
history that was the Spanish Civil War. His voice takes on the prophetic quality that 
characterizes that of Walt Whitman and César Vallejo47, when confronted with this 
                                                          
45 See Guillermo de Torre’s “Prólogo” to Obras completas, León Felipe (1963), pages 9-26, for further 
bibliografic information. 
 
46 Gerardo Diego notes: “El 11 de abril de 1884 era viernes, pero no un viernes cualquiera, sino Viernes 
Santo. Notable coincidencia. También cincuenta y cuatro años después, otro poeta, César Vallejo, va, no a 
nacer, a morir en día señalado, Viernes Santo.” (8) 
 
47 Juan Larrea, close friend first to César Vallejo in Paris, and later to León Felipe during their exile in 
Mexico, notes the prophetic affinities between the Peruvian and Spanish poets. In an article written in 
1977 for a special edition of the journal Litoral, “Homenaje a León Felipe”, Larrea writes:  
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moment of profound social and political crisis. This chapter considers the close poetic 
relationship between Felipe and Whitman and explores how this “español desentonado” 
brought new life to Whitman’s poetic word in the twentieth century. Whitman’s 
prophetic lyricism was a foundational guide for Felipe as he navigated the tragic times of 
the Spanish Civil War.  
 
A generation to himself: León Felipe’s poetic evolution 
 Born Felipe Camino Galicia, our author first pursued a career as a pharmacist, 
following in his father’s footsteps. Upon completion of his studies, Felipe establishes a 
pharmacy in Santander,48 only to quickly become disillusioned with this life. He 
abandons the pharmacy to join an itinerant acting troop, but is recognized by the police in 
Madrid and sentenced to two years in prison for failure to pay the debts from his 
pharmacy.49 It is here, it seems, where his literary career began. Gerardo Diego writes:  
                                                          
 Estás volviendo a España porque España, tras su larga permanencia en el vientre del pez 
grande, es ya un poco la Nueva España, la España a que tendía el viernesanto de tu nacimiento, 
la España de tu Pascua florida. 
Por nuestra parte no nos opondremos, en tu honor, a que los muertos prosigan 
enterrando a sus  muertos […] Lo que a su vez no se opone, sino muy al contrario, a que 
mientras, en torno tuyo y bajo el símbolo colombino de Jonás, empecemos hoy los que aquí nos 
encontramos por inaugurar, invocando tu nombre, el valle que se abre más allá del mediterráneo 
y ancestral valle de lágrimas – del que tan hondo testimonio supo también dejar en el 
viernesanto de su muerte, en aquellos mismos días, nuestro amado César Vallejo –, el luminoso, 
prodigioso y para siempre inmarcesible VALLE DE LOS LEVANTADOS. (229) 
 
48 Located at number 12, calle San Francisco, the Farmacia del Centro was registered to Camino G. de la 
Rosa and in an advertisement at the time (circa 1907) was referred to as “elegant.” (Felipe Archive) 
 




Empieza a escribir versos. Acude a su celda un fiel amigo, el poeta 
Alberto López Argüello, leonés avecindado en Santander [….] El incipiente poeta 
se exalta leyendo las aventuras de Don Quijote, junto a sus ya viejos amigos 
Shakespeare y sus representados Lope y Calderón. (10) 
Felipe returns to his life as a pharmacist upon leaving prison, and his interest in poetry 
grows. In 1919 he gives some of his poems to Juan Ramón Jiménez, a poet he much 
admired.50 “Cuando vuelve al cabo de un tiempo prudencial a recoger su consejo y 
veredicto, el gran poeta se limita a devolverle sus papeles sin decirle una sola palabra. El 
desaliento se apodera de nuestro héroe que se cree condenado ya definitivamente al 
fracaso. Cae enfermo [….]” (Diego 11)51 He recovers soon enough however: 
[V]iendo pasar la vida a través del cristal de la ventana de su cuarto, la 
vida y la muerte como nos canta y cuenta en un poema memorable,52 le invade 
una fiebre creadora y en pocos meses escribe, reza, sus Versos y oraciones de 
caminante. Algo completamente nuevo, distinto de todos los ensayos versificados 
en etapas anteriores. Se siente otro poeta […] se reconoce hombre nuevo. Y 
piensa, como su Don Quijote, que a hombre nuevo conviene también nombre 
nuevo [….] Y se saca su León de la manga. Además que León Felipe, que es y no 
es nombre poético y nombre real, sigue una inmediata tradición iniciada por 
                                                          
50 The feeling was not mutual, and Ramón Jiménez would later contrast Whitman’s “delicadeza” with 
Felipe’s style: “vulgar, ampuloso, estenso vacío.” (232) 
 
51 Antonio Campoamor González, however, casts doubt on the veracity of this account: Juan Ramón 
Jiménez: nueva biografía. 
 
52 “¡Qué lástima!” (p. 78-82) 
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Rubén Darío [….] Y suprime el Camino que en cierto modo está implícito en un 
sino fatal de caminante. Camino y caminante en la misma portada de un libro 
habría sido un pleonasmo. Y a él, poeta que se acaba de descubrir a sí mismo, no 
le importan las repeticiones. Sus nuevos poemas van a ser oraciones, letanías, 
religiosamente repetidas, pero en modo alguno le gusta el relleno, el ripio del 
pleonasmo. (Diego 11-12) 
More than just an anecdote about choosing a pen name, Felipe adopted a new identity,53 
closely aligned with the unlimited idealism of Don Quijote, and it is significant that he 
would continue to invoke this literary hero throughout his life.54 Notable examples are 
found in “La insignia” (examined later in this chapter) as well as an extensive late poem, 
from 1965, “La gran aventura” where the borders between author, Quijote, and Christ are 
effaced within the timeless struggle for social justice.55   
                                                          
53 The desire for an authentic name is commented on in Ganarás la luz, in the chapter titled “Quisiera 
decir cómo me llamo” (104-105): 
Busco un nombre solamente. Mi verdadero nombre (no mi nombre de pila ni mi nombre 
de casta), mi nombre legítimo, nacido del vaho de mi sangre, de mis humores y del viejo barro de 
mis huesos que es el mismo barro primero de la Creación [….] Mi nombre auténtico que le ahorre 
tiempo al psicoanánalisis, al confesor, al cronista y al portero del cielo o del infierno. Un rápido 
expediente para poder decir en seguida ante cualquier sospecha: éste soy yo. 
 
54 Another influence may have been Whitman. The signatures of the two poets, frequently printed on 
their respective works, are remarkably similar. Both seem to use a hyphen between their first and last 
names, though Whitman’s “hyphen” is actually the displaced cross from the “t” of his first name. 
 
55  Parece un Cristo Viejo, 
 un Cristo muy Viejo y feo […] 
  […] 
 Y el poeta que escribe estos versos 
 también es viejo y feo […] (Felipe 751-752) 
 
See James Iffland’s “La gran aventura”: Don Quijote, León Felipe, Che Guevarra”, for a detailed analysis of 
this poem, as well as for information regarding Felipe’s friendship with Guevara. 
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 Though Felipe avoids facile categorization by either genre or nationality, it is easy 
to find evidence of the esteem with which he was considered by his peers. He was 
actively involved in both the literary journals Hora de España,56 and España peregrina, 
as an exile in Mexico following the civil war.57 In 1963, Cuadernos americanos (Vol 23, 
No. 6) is dedicated as an homage to León Felipe; many of these texts were later reprinted, 
along with new contributions, in 1977 in the Spanish journal Litoral. Both journals 
feature Max Aub’s article, “Homenaje a León Felipe”, where he writes: 
Un poco más joven que Juan Ramón, Díez-Canedo, Enrique de Mesa; un 
poco más viejo que Guillén, Salinas o Gerardo Diego; León Felipe es – él solo – 
una generación aparte. 
 El día de mañana, cuando se estudie la extraordinaria influencia de 
América en la poesía española del siglo XX, en la de la generación del 98, en los 
antecitados, en Juan Larrea, en Federico García Lorca, en Cernuda, en Altolaguirre 
– cuentas de nunca acabar – el poeta esencial, en este aspecto, será León Felipe. 
Nadie como él estará a la base de un verdadero mundo español, si lo hay. (173)   
                                                          
56 Printed in the Republican controlled Spain, in Valencia and Barcelona, from January 1937 to October 
1938. 
 
57 España peregrina, in an attempt to become more inclusive to all writers and not just Spanish exiles, 




Felipe’s literary peers, both in Mexico and in Spain, saw him as a representative voice of 
the civil war and of the subsequent exile faced by so many from the political left. His 
poetry embodied the frustrated hopes of all those that fought to make a more just world.58  
 In spite of his age and the time he spent outside of Spain, he had a closer 
relationship with contemporary authors than is generally acknowledged.59 Felipe’s first 
book, Versos y oraciones de caminante, was published in Madrid in 1920, and it was this 
same year that he began his travels abroad.60 While it is true that Felipe did not publish 
any book of poetry in Spain between 1920 and 1935,61 his Antología published in 1935, 
in Madrid, as an homage on behalf of Spain’s literary elite, speaks to his status as a well-
respected poet in the 1930’s.62 This book includes his first Versos y oraciones de 
                                                          
58 Perhaps best represented by his 1939 work, Español del éxodo y del llanto, a profound meditation on 
grief following the tragic outcome of Spain’s conflict.  
59 For example, Costa notes: 
León Felipe’s birth in 1884 made him about the oldest poet of his generation [….] Unlike 
his peers, he was  anything but a member of the young intellectual elite; in fact, except for a brief 
encounter with the poet Gerardo Diego in Santander and a few weeks spent with García Lorca 
during the younger poet’s stay at Columbia University, he hardly had any contact at all with new 
poets, nor, more significantly, did he share their poetic vision. (140)  
60 After spending two years in Guinea as a hospital administrator, in 1923 he travelled first to Veracruz, 
Mexico, and then to New York City where he spent a year under the tutelage of Federico de Onís, 
ultimately finding employment as a Professor of Spanish Literature at Cornell University, where he worked 
from 1924 until 1929. See Rius, Luis, Poeta de barro, pages 125-137.  
 
61 Felipe did return to Spain for nearly two years, from 1934 until the beginning of 1936. See Rius, page 
176. 
 
62 In an unsigned prologue to this book, it states: 
El ímpetu romero de León Felipe, poeta castellano, le ha llevado a signar el mapa del 
mundo con la huella de su bordón. Nunca podemos saber dónde está ni qué estrella le guía ni 
qué agonía le alienta. De cuando en cuando nos llega el verso limpio y claro, como un mensaje de 
su talento y un hálito de su corazón. 
Su obra, que es tersa y seguida; que obedece a una línea poética purísima, llena de 
castellanía y agotada de universalidad, está dispersa por periódicos, revistas y folletos en los 
cuatro polos del horizonte que habla español. 
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caminante, as well as Versos y oraciones de caminante II, published in 1930 in New 
York by the Instituto de las Españas en los Estados Unidos, and a revised version of Drop 
a Star, first published in Mexico in 1933. Juan Frau notes the unique nature of Felipe’s 
first anthology:  
León Felipe publicó por vez primera una antología propia relativamente al 
principio de su carrera poética, en 1935, cuando aún no había sacado a la luz sino 
tres libros: Versos I, Versos II, y Star. Se trató de una especie de homenaje al 
poeta por parte de una treintena aproximada de personas vinculadas al mundo de 
la cultura, el arte y el pensamiento, entre los que se encontraban, por ejemplo, 
Rafael Alberti, Gerardo Diego, Díez Canedo, Federico García Lorca, Ramón 
Gómez de la Serna, Federico de Onís, Guillermo de  Torre, Miguel Unamuno o 
Valle Inclán. (Frau 182). 
It is unclear why Frau mentions “una treintena” (about thirty); on the first pages of the 
work, under the heading “Entidades y señores adscriptos a este Homenaje”, there are 
listed nearly 150 names of people and organizations that supported the book. Rather than 
simply republishing his previous works, Versos y oraciones de caminante and Versos y 
oraciones de caminante: Libro II are re-ordered and divided into six sections.63 Many of 
the poems are revised, and the volume ends with the final version of Drop a Star. It is 
                                                          
Queremos nosotros, sus amigos, de esta cosecha tirada a los vientos generosamente 
por el pródigo poeta, escoger una gavilla para ofrendársela como oblación ilustre a la Poesía 
castellana. 
63 These are: I-“Autorretrato”, II-“Poemas castellanos”, III-“Poemas menores”, IV-“Normas”, V-“Poemas 




Felipe’s first foray into re-presenting his poems, an undertaking he would repeat in 
Ganarás la luz (1943), and in Antología rota64 (1947). Few authors since Walt 
Whitman,65 who revised Leaves of Grass six times between 1855 and 1892, have shown 
such careful attention to re-presenting their poetry as an organized whole. 
In addition to his 1935 Antología, during his time at Cornell between 1924 and 
1929 he did not lose contact with Spain’s literary community, notably maintaining a close 
friendship with Federico de Onís. Significantly, it was thanks to this relationship that 
Felipe was able to find his teaching position in Cornell, and Onís’ 1934 Antología de la 
poesía española e hispanoamericana, was the first anthology to include his poems:  
 A Onís le debió el estímulo para estudiar con el fin de hacerse profesor de 
 literatura y su  puesto en la universidad de Cornell [….] 
Trabajaba Onís en su Antología de la poesía española e hispanoamericana 
(1882- 1932) cuando, en 1929, llegó a Nueva York Federico García Lorca. 
Algunos fines de semana o durante las vacaciones, García Lorca, León Felipe y 
Ángel del Río se iban con Onís a la finca que éste tenía cerca de Newburgh. Les 
daba libros de poetas que había decidido incluir en su obra para que ellos 
seleccionaran las poesías. A García Lorca no le gustaba esa tarea y dejaba los 
libros por los rincones. León Felipe, que al fin y al cabo era en cierto modo 
                                                          
64  For a detailed study of the tendency by the author to return to his earlier poems in an attempt to re-
organize them into an organic whole representing his life’s work, see Frau, pages 179-188. 
65 Juan Ramón Jiménez, in Spain, is another author known for his revision. 
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alumno de Onís, lo ayudó algo más. Desde luego, ambos fueron incluidos  en la 
Antología [….] (Rius 158-159). 
As well as his collaboration with Onís, del Río, and García Lorca,66 Felipe’s inclusion in 
Gerardo Diego’s 1934 Poesía española contemporánea further shows his ties with 
Spain’s community of poets in the years immediately preceding the civil war. The first 
half of 1936, up until the outbreak of the civil war, saw Felipe in Panama working as both 
University Professor and the “agregado cultural” at the Spanish embassy. (Rius 180) 
Clearly, Felipe maintained close ties with both Spain’s literary and political community 
throughout his time abroad in the 20s and 30s. 
 On the other hand, his stylistic independence and reticence to adopting a more 
avant-garde aesthetic was deliberate, and dates from before his travels abroad or his 
encounter with Whitman’s poetry. In his first Versos y oraciones de caminante (1920) he 
states: “No quiero el verbo raro / ni la palabra extraña”. (63) This seems to have been a 
guiding principle throughout Felipe’s career and it is telling that in Drop a Star, the 
author’s most surrealistic work,67 Felipe concludes: “Por lo demás, sigo fiel a mi antigua 
estética: No busco el verbo raro / ni la palabra extraña…” (109) Juan Frau elaborates on 
the significance of these verses, and the principle that Felipe would maintain throughout 
his career: 
                                                          
66 That Lorca showed little interest in collaborating on a poetry anthology should perhaps not be 
surprising, as he was at the time deeply involved with his own creative process of writing the poems that 
were to become Poeta en Nueva York. 
67 See chapter 3 for a further discussion of Drop a star, and its relation to Lorca’s Poeta en nueva York.  
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En estos dos versos se resume toda una concepción poética propia que 
significa más de lo que pueda parecer a primera vista. Por lo pronto, si León 
Felipe establece esa postura es porque cree que no sólo no suele darse por 
supuesta, sino que de hecho va contra una visión de la poesía que tiene una larga 
tradición y que en modo alguno ha sido superada en la época en la que él escribe, 
antes bien vigente e incluso en auge. Basta hojear un libro de Darío, cuya figura y 
cuya obra están entonces todavía recientes y aún influyen, de Lugones, o de 
cualquier otro modernista para descubrir un léxico predominantemente exótico. Y 
lo mismo ocurre con el léxico de los vanguardistas; la vanguardia no es sino un 
modernismo evolucionado o revolucionado. Los unos buscan la excelencia en las 
palabras, de igual modo que los otros buscan el impacto, pero todos, en definitiva, 
se apartan del léxico cotidiano para buscar ese verbo raro y esa palabra extraña. 
(284) 
Upon presenting some of his poems in the Ateneo of Madrid at the end of 1919 or 
beginning of 1920,68 shortly before the first Versos y oraciones de caminante was 
published in March of 1920, the author presented these words by way of an introduction: 
Mi ánimo al venir aquí no ha sido dar una sensación de fatiga, sino una 
emoción de belleza. De una belleza grande desde mi sitio, vista con mis pupilas y 
acordada con el ritmo de mi corazón; lejos de toda escuela y tan distante de los 
                                                          
68 There is some discrepancy as to the exact date. Gerardo Diego writes: “[L]a lectura en el Ateneo de 
Madrid en el invierno de 1920, no en el otoño de 1919 como parece quería recordar el poeta y se declara 
en libros.” (12) 
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antiguos ortodoxos retóricos como de los modernos herejes – herejes, la mayoría, 
por un afán incoercible de snobismo –. Con estos hombres – preceptistas o 
ultraístas – que se juntan en partida para ganar la belleza, no tiene nada que ver el 
arte [….]  
La divisa de escuela, además, no dice nunca del gesto nuevo y único que 
traemos todos los hombres al nacer y al cual hemos de estar siempre atentos y 
fieles, porque tal vez esto sea el mayor mérito que podamos tener para con Dios, 
que castiga duramente al hombre necio y falso que pretende engañarle vistiéndose 
con la misma túnica que su hermano. Y no vale menos este gesto específico de la 
unidad que aquel carácter genérico del grupo. Y más peca el hombre que mata en 
sí lo que le diferencia de todas las cosas del universo que el que reniega de su 
casta.69 (55) 
Although it is true that every artist would like to see their own creation as a never before 
witnessed revelation, Felipe’s intransigence to submit to any poetic style but his own 
would prove to be a durable part of his aesthetic, and he would repeat a portion of this 
early lecture as part of a course he was teaching in Panama on Spanish poetry in 1936 
                                                          
69 The audience is described by Luis Rius as being broadly divided, by generation, between modernists and 
avant-garde enthusiasts:  
El público asistente estaba hecho en aquellos años a una atmósfera poética acaparada 
por dos tipos de poetas: el de los continuadores de un modernismo que había perdido ya los 
fulgores originales, y el de los jóvenes que reaccionaban violentamente contra aquella expresión 
que sentían muerta, y buscaban en una nueva exaltación de la metáfora inédita, inusitada, el 
reencuentro con la verdad poética, abiertos a todas las literaturas europeas de vanguardia.... (95) 
 
Gerardo Diego, who attended the event as a young ultraista collaborating on the avant-garde journal, 




(“Poesía integral” 58). His effort to be honest with himself and with his own poetic vision 
is particularly notable in the first section of Versos y oraciones de caminante (1920); 13 
poems set apart by the author under the heading “Prologuillos”70 (61-73): “Que hay un 
verso que es mío, sólo mío, / como es mía, sólo mía, / mi voz.” (65), or others meditating 
on the intrinsic value of poetry: 
 Deshaced ese verso. 
 Quitadle los caireles de la rima, 
 el metro, la cadencia 
 y hasta la idea misma… 
 Aventad las palabras… 
 y si después queda algo todavía, 
 eso 
 será la poesía. (72) 
Though Felipe had not yet come into contact with Walt Whitman’s poetry, it is 
not difficult to see already the affinities between the two poets. One is reminded of 
another line from “Song of Myself”: “Stop this day and night with me and you shall 
possess the origin of all poems.” (27) In each case, Felipe and Whitman are looking for a 
deeper meaning beyond poetic artifice, one that penetrates to the depths of our shared 
human experience.  
 
Walt Whitman in León Felipe 
                                                          
70 Many of these poems have been reordered in his 1935 Antología and placed in section IV-Normas.  
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 Felipe’s first two collections of poetry were perhaps more influenced by the 
Generation of ’9871 than by the new avant-garde poetics sweeping through Spain since 
Vicente Huidobro’s creationism.72 Nonetheless, it should perhaps be no surprise that his 
discovery of Walt Whitman should have such a profound impact on his poetry, given the 
similarities already seen in his first book, Versos y oraciones de caminante. Felipe’s 
aversion to ornament is strikingly similar to Whitman’s own poetic ideals, as discussed in 
chapter one of this dissertation, and their affinities occupy the same paths of 
independence and simplicity. In the prologue to the first edition of Leaves of Grass, 
Whitman writes:  
The great poets are also to be known by the absence in them of tricks and 
by the justification of perfect personal candor [….] How beautiful is candor! All 
faults may be forgiven of him who has perfect candor. (630) 
This celebration of candor could just as easily be made by Felipe as by Whitman, and it is 
through a similar justification that Felipe resisted the impact of Góngora at a time when 
this early modern poet was exerting an influence over the Generación del ’27, and 
particularly García Lorca.73 It would be difficult to overstate the importance of Góngora 
                                                          
71 The first poem from Felipe’s first book of poetry reads, in part: 
 Nadie fue ayer, 
 ni va hoy, 
 ni irá mañana 
 hacia Dios 
 por este camino 
 que yo voy. (61) 
The parallels with Antonio Machado’s “caminante, no hay camino” (222) are evident. 
72 See Huidobro, “El creacionismo” 
73 See García Lorca, “La imagen poética de don Luis de Góngora” pages 236-259. 
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for Spanish avant-garde authors of the 1920s and 1930s, and Felipe’s critical 
denunciation of Góngora’s poetics is almost shocking. Nevertheless, it is in keeping both 
with the author’s independence and his own aesthetic that he invokes Góngora as a 
negative example. In a letter to Mair José Bernadete,74 dated May 5th 1939, Felipe writes: 
No he entrado a rezar en las capillas de Góngora y no me he esforzado por 
encontrar una forma ceñida [….] No creo que la imagen original sea la única 
expresión lírica. Tan pura me parece a veces una frase hecha como una metáfora 
original. 
Todo el libro [Español del éxodo y del llanto, 1939] está en contra de la 
manera vigente en España. La gente ortodoxa en religión que es casi toda España 
y la minoría vanguardista (capitaneada por Ortega) no han de encontrarlo de su 
agrado. Sin embargo, el libro es hijo de una experiencia actual de mi vida. 
Cervantes y Whitman, a pesar de la derrota democrática, son las dos voces 
más fecundas de la literatura occidental, y su cristianismo dinámico y dionisiaco 
me parece mejor que la aristocracia nietzscheana (que está pregonando Ortega 
con gritos y gestos de  plazuela). 
Though this letter was written in 1939, Felipe seems to have held these beliefs until the 
end of his life. In his last book of poetry, Rocinante, published posthumously in 1969, we 
read: 
 Góngora era un escribano cordobés 
                                                          
74 This letter was recently published in 2015, in a collection of Felipe’s letters titled Castillo interior. 
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 que confundió siempre la metáfora verbal de cornucopia 
 con la intrépida metáfora demiúrgica. (915)  
Góngora, for León Felipe, clearly contrasts with the prophetic poetry of Walt Whitman.75 
 It was while living in New York, between 1923 and 1929, that León Felipe first 
began reading and translating Walt Whitman, as Rius explains:  
[E]s en esta etapa de su vida cuando se produce su búsqueda de Whitman 
y, desde luego, el encuentro con él – suceso éste capital para la obra del poeta 
castellano –, encuentro fecundo sobre todo porque estimularía la vocación poética 
de León Felipe […] y porque le impulsará a manejar nuevos elementos de su 
creación, cosa que, a su vez, redundaría en propiciar el encuentro de León Felipe 
con su personal y más característica voz. 
Tal vez el cambio más importante que se produce en el interior de León 
Felipe durante ese período de su vida […] es, no el desplazamiento, pero sí la 
extensión expresa de su exclusivo yo al de todos los hombres, aspirando ahora su 
voz a una resonancia unánime y no individual. (156) 
Forty years later, and almost at the end of his life, Felipe continues to reflect on 
Whitman’s idealism, this time to denounce the racism so painfully visible in the United 
States during the Civil Rights Movement. Today, in 2019, Felipe’s words from this 1965 
poem, “Escuela”, are still relevant: 
 Viví en Norteamérica seis años, buscando a Whitman, 
 y no le encontré. Nadie le conocía. 
                                                          
75 The rejection of Gongóra’s surface aesthetic in prophetic poetry is explored further in Chapter 2. 
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 Hoy tampoco le conocen. 
 ¡Pobre Walt!, tu palabra “Democracy” 
 la ha pisoteado el Ku-Klux-Klan… 
 y “aquella guerra”, ¡ay! “aquella guerra” la perdisteis los dos: 
 Lincoln y tú. (876) 
It is in Felipe’s second book, Versos y oraciones de caminante: Libro II, published in 
1930, that we first find mention of Whitman. In an unsigned “advertencia” to this work 
written on behalf of the Instituto de las Españas, we read: “Como verá el lector los 
nombres de Cervantes, de Velázquez, del Arcipreste de Hita se hermanan en estos versos 
con el de Walt Whitman, el noble cantor de una América civil y democrática.” (8) In the 
first review of this work, Enríque Díez-Canedo writes in La Gaceta Literaria, August 
15th 1930: “Y en el libro II, recién aparecido, otra influencia más fuerte: Whitman.” (Del 
exódo y el viento 146) Later, we read in the epigraph to the poem “Oración” these lines 
from Whitman:  
 A mouse is miracle enough 
 To stagger six trillións [sic] 
 of infidels (102) 
The poem goes on to echo Whitman’s sentiment, and is a religious comment on the 
beauty of the natural world (“Señor, yo te amo porque juegas limpio: / sin trampas – sin 
milagros –;”).  
A noteworthy poem in this book is titled simply “Walt Whitman”: 
 El sol de mi sabiduría 
 cegó los ojos 
 de estos pobres murciélagos. 




 ¡Eh, Zaratustra! Yo. 
 Yo, que no soy un murciélago 
 y miro al sol de frente como tú; 
 yo, Zaratustra, yo; 
  yo Walt 
 del paño de la túnica de Cristo 
 le he cortado unos breeches a Dionisos. (81) 
 
This early poem clearly shows Felipe’s preoccupation with both Whitman and Nietzsche. 
Published in the first (1930) edition of Versos y oraciones de caminante: Libro II, by 
1935 in Antología it had been edited down to just 2 lines: “Del paño de la túnica de Cristo 
/ le he cortado unos breeches a Dionisos.” (73) In all subsequent editions of Felipe’s 
second book he suppresses this poem, including in the 1963 Obras completas on which 
Felipe collaborated, and a reference for all future collections of the poet’s work.76 Like 
Prometheus bringing fire to human kind, Whitman humanizes Christ’s mythology by 
turning his tunic into a pair of breeches that anyone could wear. It is an acknowledgment 
of the spiritual humanism found in Whitman’s poetry. In 1935 Felipe removes any 
mention of either Nietzsche or Whitman. Only the “I” of the poetic voice remains, 
underlying Felipe’s poetic identification with the American.  
Later, in the prologue to Felipe’s 1941 translation of “Song of Myself”, he writes:  
“Entre Whitman y Nietzsche no hay más que unas cuantas leguas de distancia.” (1107) 
                                                          
76 Visor’s 2010 edition of Felipe’s Poesías completas does recover this poem in an appendix of “Poesías 
suprimidas” along with only 6 other poems.  
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García de la Concha specifies the extent of this influence, and how Felipe’s humanism 
goes above and beyond Nietzsche: 
La especificación del impulso lleva en León Felipe una trayectoria distinta 
a la propugnada por Nietzsche: no hacia la estructuración de una sociedad en que 
imperen los fuertes sobre los débiles, sino hacia la colectividad igualitaria, sueño 
alimentado por el modernismo vanguardista de la segunda década del siglo [….] 
Me interesa precisar en este punto que el igualitarismo postulado por el 
poeta no opera en una línea reduccionista hacía lo bajo, sino […] por elevación de 
los humildes. (30) 
In all of Felipe’s poetry we find this tendency to elevate the human condition through the 
dignity of the poetic form. Though stylistically Versos y oraciones de caminante: Libro II 
does not differ significantly from Felipe’s first work, it is here we first notice traces of 
Whitman’s humanism. As de la Concha notes:  
Whitman siente al hombre como un elemento más en la armonía del 
cosmos y su poesía se constituye en canto de exaltación de esa unidad y en 
prédica propagandística de una sociedad igualitaria. Canto y prédica alientan un 
verso largo en el que las palabras exageran, en gesto teatral, la imagen. 
Comulgando con esa doble idea básica, León Felipe se resiste todavía, en el Libro 
II de Versos y oraciones de caminante, a distender las riendas de su verso, muy 
ceñido aún a la forma primera del metro corto – octosílabos y endecasílabos 
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disgregados en pies truncados – con el bordón de la asonancia iterativa de  cada 
poema. (31)  
Though Felipe’s form does not seem to have been yet influenced by Whitman, this was 
soon to change in his subsequent work, Drop a Star, a radical transformation in Felipe’s 
poetry, integrating both Whitman’s stylistic and thematic content. This book is 
investigated further in chapter 3, especially relating to Federico García Lorca’s Poeta en 
Nueva York. 
 Felipe’s ideas regarding Whitman and poetry are more fully developed in a pair of 
1936-1937 essays, titled “Poesía integral” and “Universalidad y exaltación”, and 
originally written as teaching lectures during his time in Panama. Neither essay is easily 
accessible today; the first has seemingly only been published in a slim volume by the 
Universidad de Panamá in 1988, which collects his writings and speeches from the 
roughly six months he spent in this country, and the second was published in Hora de 
España in 1937, more available today in its 1972 facsimile reproduction. In both essays 
Felipe explores the concept of poesía integral: “La poesía integral es universal siempre; 
no es ni nacional como la popular y tradicional, ni de grupos y minorías selectas como la 
aristocrática. Su mensaje no va hacia ningún hombre determinado sino hacia el hombre 
mismo.” (“Poesía integral”, 73) Felipe views “complete” poetry as going beyond the 
limits of either popular or elitist (avant-garde) literature. It has appeared sporadically 
throughout history to represent the universality of the human experience, the best 
examples being the works of Manrique, Cervantes, or Whitman. This is a poetry that 
knows no national boundaries but is truly the patrimony of humankind:  
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La Integración junta las cosas del mundo en un solo cuerpo, da unidad a lo 
disperso y forma como una pella con todo lo suelto para que el impulso de 
Universalidad  lo recoja fácilmente y lo lance hacia adelante, hacia los horizontes, 
hacia el mundo ecuménico. Universalidad es alargamiento, prolongación 
horizontal de las cosas que tienden a abandonar su vestido aldeano, lo decorativo 
y el ornamento nacional. (“Exaltation” 14)  
This idea of poetry is reminiscent of Felipe’s justification for translating “Song of 
Myself” (1942): “A este viejo poeta americano de la democracia le he justificado yo, le 
he prolongado, le he traducido, le he falsificado y le he contradicho.” (Luz 421) Clearly, 
part of the impetus for Felipe to translate Whitman was to continue this universalization 
of poetry. Later in the same essay, Felipe makes explicit his comparison between 
Whitman and Cervantes: 
El Quijote es un poema, y Cervantes, nuestro único poeta integral y el 
primer poeta moderno que se alza en el Renacimiento. Cervantes es un poeta 
como Lucrecio, como Dante y como Whitman. No sólo de la misma talla, sino de 
la misma capacidad integradora. La comparación no está hecha aquí de una 
manera arbitraria y precipitada. Los cuatro trabajan con los mismos elementos y 
los cuatro se esfuerzan por organizar, no sólo el acarreo caótico de la tradición 
nacional, sino de organizarlo mediante las fuerzas sociales, filosóficas y religiosas 
vigentes. No sólo integran, sino que humanizan y poetizan problemas abstractos, 
que sólo cuando ellos los aprisionan en sus poemas,  adquieren realidad y 
dimensiones en la historia. Epicuro es Lucrecio, lo católico es Dante. Whitman es 
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el sueño angélico y heroico de una democracia que está más cerca de Nietzsche 
que de Lincoln. Y España, la España loca y grotesca que ha pasado lunática, 
como un relámpago, por la historia del mundo, es Cervantes. Cada uno crea su 
estilo y su arquitectura, y tan lejos está del poema tradicional Whitman como 
Cervantes. (16) 
This essay is astonishing for invoking Whitman and Cervantes as guiding examples of a 
universal and human poetry. There is no doubt that Whitman’s prophetic idealism, or don 
Quijote’s eternal quest for social justice, were foremost in Felipe’s mind when first 
Spain, and later all of Europe, were desperately resisting the violence of fascism.  
 
Walt Whitman and the prophetic tears of León Felipe 
 Throughout León Felipe’s poetic corpus, he shares Walt Whitman’s conception of 
the poet as participator in the prophetic tradition, evident in his translations of Whitman’s 
poems, “Spain, 1873-74” (1940) and the all-encompassing “Song of Myself” (1941). 
Felipe’s connection to Whitman was intimately related to the need for a prophetic voice 
during Spain’s civil war and its aftermath; it may seem odd that Felipe’s poetic affinities 
with Whitman are so determined by this moment of extreme crisis, but it is exactly in this 
terrible event that the message of Walt Whitman takes on new importance for León 
Felipe. 
 Felipe’s relationship with Whitman might best be observed in the nine poems that 
comprise the prologue to “Canto a mí mismo,” Felipe’s 1941 translation of “Song of 
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Myself”. Here he describes exactly how he perceives Whitman – “más que el poeta de la 
democracia / es un poeta místico y heroico” (1107) – and presents this poem as “el 
momento más luminoso de Walt y en él están contenidos su doctrina y su mensaje.” 
(1112) In this translation the depth of Felipe’s affinity with Walt Whitman is clear. 
Published in 1941, Guillermo de Torre writes in the epilogue that: 
Ahora bien, quien puede recabar el más noble y acusado abolengo 
whitmaniano es León Felipe. Lo evidencian sus admirables libros últimos desde 
La insignia hasta El gran responsable pasando por Español del éxodo y del llanto 
[….] Y, como Whitman, aspira a identificar su voz con la voz plural, al cantar las 
gestas y derrotas del hombre español en los últimos tiempos. (195-196) 
It is this plural voice, capable of expressing both our defeats and our aspirations, that 
Felipe’s poetry embraces in this time of crisis. 
 Felipe’s translation of Whitman’s “Song of Myself” was a success, in that, “ha 
sido la principal referencia para un alto porcentaje de lectores hispanos.” (Frau 23), and 
Juan Frau calls it “la versión […] más valiosa estéticamente que cualquier otra.” (22) 
However, it is also more poetic interpretation than literal translation, and Felipe refers to 
it as a “paráfrasis” on the poem’s title page, and pointedly not a translation. Thus Frau 
writes, “Si el lector quiere conocer verdaderamente la obra de Whitman […] no debería 
leer la versión de León Felipe, porque lo que ha hecho éste, en definitiva, es apropiarse 
de los versos del poeta americano y convertirlos en suyos.” (22) Felipe’s “Canto a mí 
mismo” is at least as much his own poem as it is Whitman’s, and tracing where one ends 
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and the other begins is an impossible task.77 As we will see during Felipe’s reflections on 
this translation in Ganarás la luz, this is exactly his vision of poetry, a communal process 
that belongs to all of us simply because of our shared humanity. Frau writes: “Se enmarca 
la idea de la poesía como una fuerza única que se realiza en distintos poetas, unidos a su 
vez por la tradición – bajo la advocación del Viento, en la terminología simbólica de León 
Felipe –, más allá de las fronteras lingüísticas y políticas.” (23) Clearly Felipe felt a 
special affinity for Whitman as a poet. “Como poeta que comparte una misma historia y 
que forma parte de la misma tradición poética, León Felipe se siente prolongación de 
Walt Whitman.” (Frau 3) This connection between the two poets is crystalized through 
the prophetic voice emerging from the catastrophe of Spain’s civil war.   
 The “llanto” or cry, is a theme explored extensively in Felipe’s poetry, as he tries 
to reconcile the defeat of the Spanish republic and his own exile in Mexico. Though it 
would be impossible to fully explore this “cry” here, it is important to recognize the 
prophetic quality of grief in opening up the possibility of hope for the future. A recurrent 
theme in Felipe’s poetry, this weeping gradually turns into hope as the war diminishes 
into the past.  
In Español del éxodo y del llanto, published in 1939 in the immediate aftermath 
of the Spanish Civil War, we read: 
 ¡Oh, este dolor, 
 este dolor de no tener ya lágrimas; 
                                                          
77 For a thoughtful examination of Felipe’s translation, see Juan Frau: “Una traducción polémica: León 
Felipe y la obra de Whitman y Shakespeare” p. 1-26 
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 este dolor 
 de no tener ya llanto  
 para regar el polvo! (307) 
 
Here the pain of the war’s outcome is still acute, and there is no hope of renewal. Tears 
have already been used up, and the earth is a dry wasteland. There is much pain, but 
without tears, there can be no hope. Four years later, in Ganarás la luz (1943), Felipe 
writes: 
 Ganarás el pan con el sudor de tu frente78 
 y la luz con el dolor de tus ojos. 
 Tus ojos son las fuentes del llanto y de la luz. (438) 
 
By bringing attention to the eyes as the source for both tears and redemption, Felipe 
underlies sorrow as the hope for a renewed future. This is not hollow optimism, but a 
signaling of the poet’s role in bringing about social change. 
 Finally, in a rarely published poem written in honor of his 70th birthday, April 11, 
1954, Felipe describes the tears of his suffering as a potent talisman capable of bringing 
about change in the world. 
 Pero en el mar amargo e infinito,  
en la historia dolorosa del Hombre,  
y en la canción eterna y anónima del Mundo, 
habrá una gota perdida de mi llanto…  
una lágrima mía. 
                                                          
78 This is a literal reading of Genesis, 3:19. 
72 
 
Esta lágrima será mi cédula, mi pasaporte  
y mi carta legítima de naturaleza…  
de Naturaleza divina e inmortal…  
Por esta lágrima me conocerán ya siempre las constelaciones y los dioses…  
Y con esta cédula me abrirán las puertas, sin bisagras ni cerrojos, del Mundo  
por dónde se entra a navegar en los Espacios Infinitos… 
 
He aquí el talismán… Con este poderoso talismán  
iré en busca del primero y del último Dios…79 (987) 
 
This passage is reminiscent of a line from his first book of poetry, “Que hay un verso que 
es mío, sólo mío, / como es mía, sólo mía, / mi voz.” (65), though now it is a “lágrima” 
that is intrinsically tied to the poet’s deepest sense of self. Felipe’s grief, as seen in these 
three examples, passes from a bitter wasteland to a prophetic enunciation for the future. 
This is not to say, though, that it is only in Felipe’s later poetry that we find his prophetic 
voice.  
 It is on full display in the prologue to Felipe’s 1940 book El gran responsable 
(Grito y salmo): 
Los poemas impresos siguen siendo borradores sin corregir, sin acabar. Se 
trabaja con todos y a la vista de todos para que no haya secretos; y con la puerta 
abierta a la cooperación y a la crítica. Así nacieron nuestros viejos romances 
rapsódicos y lo mejor  de nuestra poesía anónima. Quién sabe si entramos en un 
                                                          




arte comunal. El tema de este poema, por de pronto, no puede ser más íntimo ni 
más mostrenco a la vez. El llanto también es totalitario. Si me he olvidado alguna 
lágrima o algún versículo necesario todavía, de El Libro de Job, podéis añadirlo 
vosotros. Y si no os parecen bien la puntuación y la división de los versos, las 
acomodáis a vuestro gusto. Si os agrada, podéis hasta cambiar una palabra y 
clarificar más una imagen. El dogma está más adentro. Y sólo con lo entrañable 
del poema debéis ser respetuosos. No es el verbo, sino la lágrima, la que manda 
aquí ahora. Y si el llanto no es vuestro también, no es mío tampoco. No es  nada, 
nada trascendente: una brizna de polvo que me irrita los ojos. (368)  
This work, published a year before his translation of “Song of Myself”, foreshadows 
Felipe’s whitmanesque vision of art as a communal good that proves to be the basis for 
his “Canto a mí mismo”. By this time Felipe had already begun assimilating Whitman’s 
verse into his own poetry, as is the case with the first version of “La Insignia” (1937), 
discussed later in this chapter. In the prologue to “Canto a mí mismo” Felipe echoes the 
same message of a shared poetic voice: “El Canto a mí mismo es su verdadera 
autobiografía (y la tuya también, o no es absolutamente nada).” (1114) An obvious 
reference to Whitman in the paragraph cited above is the word “brizna”, as Leaves of 
grass is typically translated into Spanish as Briznas de hierba. Felipe’s phrase, “si el 
llanto no es vuestro también, no es mío tampoco” is also reminiscent of a line from 
section 24 of “Song of Myself”: “I will accept nothing which all cannot have their 
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counterpart of on the same terms.” (46)80 In Felipe’s example, Whitman’s shared 
humanism is brought to the fore, in this case having directly to do with the suffering 
inherent in the loss of the Spanish civil war.  
The role of the poet is central to Felipe’s 1940, El gran responsable, a phrase 
repeated in the first poem of this book: “El poeta es el gran responsable” (373) 
emphasizing the poet’s role in bringing about social change. Later in the same book the 
poet’s connection with the prophetic tradition becomes clear: 
 La poesía es el derecho del hombre 
 a empujar una puerta, 
 a encender una antorcha, 
 a derribar un muro, 
 a despertar al capataz 
 con un treno 
 o con una blasfemia. 
 Porque Job se quejó 
 y cantó 
 y lloró 
 y blasfemó 
 y pateó furioso en la boca cerrada de Dios, 
 habló Jehová desde el torbellino.  
¡Que hable otra vez! (380) 
 
                                                          
80 In “Canto a mí mismo” Felipe translates this line as: “Y digo que no aceptaré nada que no tenga una 
réplica inmediata y numerosa.” (1158) 
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Invoking Job, Felipe takes up the role of the biblical prophet, expressing his anger at the 
state of the world (in this case the immediate aftermath of the Spanish Civil War) and 
demanding an answer that can account for the cruelty of destiny. It is only through the 
voice of the poet that humanity can again find the path of justice and liberation. Felipe, 
and Whitman, remind us that our shared humanity and communal spirituality are the only 
path to justice, and it is the job of the poet to open our eyes to this possibility. 
  Echoing Whitman’s sentiments, Felipe explores his own revolutionary prophecy 
in “El poeta prometeico” from El payaso de las bofetadas y el pescador de caña (1938): 
La gran curva revolucionaria del mundo la han trazado los grandes poetas, 
y está ahí indeleble, cubriendo los cielos, siguiendo la curva del sol, desde un 
horizonte a otro horizonte. Debajo de ella quedan las pequeñas revoluciones 
episódicas y políticas de la Historia. Hay la grande y eterna revolución y las 
pequeñas revoluciones. Y toda revolución, por pequeña que sea, ha de mirar hacia 
arriba y prender su ideal político y pasajero del gran ideal indeleble y eterno del 
hombre. No se puede hacer ninguna revolución mirando a la tierra solamente. Si 
luchamos por el pan nada más, sólo habrá guerras y rapiña. Y la Historia no será 
más que un eterno “quítate tú de ahí para que me ponga yo”.  
Mañana al mundo le gobernarán los poetas. Y con esto no vengo a sentar 
preferencias de clase ni de oficio, sino a decir que mañana a todos los hombres les 




For Felipe, all movements furthering social justice are part of humanity’s struggle to 
lessen human suffering. This is a spiritual, more than political, battle, and it is the role of 
the poet to re-orient us on this quest in search of an ideal.81  
Felipe’s vision, though spiritual and flowing from the tradition of Western 
Christianity, is nonetheless secular in that poets hold the most essential role for the future 
of society. It is a privileging of humanism, rather than a degradation of Christianity. In an 
interview in January of 1968, months before his death, Felipe makes clear his Christian 
roots and his commitment to humanism. In response to the question, “¿Es usted religioso, 
León Felipe?”, he responds: 
Soy cristiano, hombre. ¿Tú qué creías que iba a ser yo? ¿Mahometano? 
Católico no me interesa. Todavía uno podía pensar en el catolicismo si los Papas 
hubieran sido como Juan XXIII. Lo mataron al pobre, que era una esperanza y un 
milagro. Todo el mundo estaba pendiente de él […] ¿O a ti te gustaba más Pío 
XII? A ese le llevé yo a los infiernos. Y allí le dejé. No puede ser uno católico con 
la historia de los Papas que queda ahí y la historia de la Iglesia que no se sabe 
dónde queda, ¿verdad? Pero el cristianismo  siempre espera a los poetas y a 
mucha gente. (Ínsula, 1) 
The light-hearted tone of this interview notwithstanding, Felipe reveals his obvious 
cultural roots in the Christian religion, his disdain for Catholicism’s historic failures to 
                                                          




live up to Christian ideals,82 and his faith in religion as a source for poetic and spiritual 
renovation.  
 
Ganarás la luz (1943) and Whitman’s prophetic example  
 Walt Whitman and León Felipe do not seek to create a new religion, but to 
actualize the religious prophets for our own modern age by invoking the biblical roots of 
western culture. León Felipe connects his prophetic poetry not only to its biblical sources, 
but also tellingly, to Walt Whitman. In Ganarás la luz, the culmination of Felipe’s period 
most directly connected to the Spanish civil war, Felipe, like Whitman, represents his 
own humanity in its entirety.83 The book is dedicated to Juan Larrea,84 and the epigraph 
reads: “No en la primera sino en la última página de la crónica es donde está escrito el 
nombre verdadero del héroe; y no al comenzar sino al acabar la jornada, es cuando acaso 
pueda decir el hombre cómo se llama.” (393)  
 In this book, Felipe provides his most extensive comment on the importance of 
biblical roots in his poetry, writing in a section titled “¿Qué es la biblia?”: 
                                                          
82 Similar to Lorca’s message in “Grito hacia Roma”. 
 
83 Reminiscent of Whitman’s famous line: “Camerado, this is no book, / Who touches this touches a 
man,”. (424). 
 
84  A Juan Larrea, maestro de poetas, 
de los que acaban de nacer, 
 de los que van a venir. (391) 
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Me gusta remojar la palabra divina, amasarla de nuevo, ablandarla con el 
vaho de mi aliento, humedecer con mi saliva y con mi sangre el polvo seco de los 
Libros  Sagrados y volver a hacer marchar los versículos quietos y paralíticos con 
el ritmo de mi  corazón. Me gusta desmoronar esas costras que han ido poniendo 
en los poemas bíblicos la rutina milenaria y la exégesis ortodoxa de los púlpitos 
para que las esencias divinas y eternas se muevan otra vez con libertad. Después 
de todo, digo otra vez que estoy en mi casa. El poeta, al volver a la Biblia, no hace 
más que regresar a su antigua palabra, porque, ¿qué es la Biblia más que una Gran 
Antología Poética hecha por el Viento y donde todo poeta legítimo se encuentra? 
Comentar aquí, para este poeta, no es más que recordar, refrescar, ablandar, 
vivificar, poner de pie otra vez el verso suyo antiguo que momificaron los 
escribas. Cristo vino a defender los derechos de la Poesía contra la  intrusión de 
los escribas, en este pleito terrible que dura todavía, como el de los Sofistas contra 
la Verdad. (425) 
In Felipe’s view, poets renew the Bible’s spiritual messages for today’s society. He 
highlights biblical scripture as his principle source of poetic inspiration and compares the 
work of poets to the actions of Christ when driving the money lenders from the temple 
(Matthew 21:12). This is the perspective through which we should view Felipe’s hope in 
the poet as a guiding voice for society. It is through the prophetic message that the poet 
may resolve the excesses or shortcomings of calcifying orthodoxy or the numbness of 
routine, and awaken society to a renewed understanding. He connects this prophetic 
responsibility of the poet immediately to Walt Whitman. 
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 The references to Whitman in Ganarás la luz are numerous, and many are a 
justification of Felipe’s 1941 translation of “Song of Myself”. One of the first, if not the 
first, reviews of that translation, was written by none other than Jorge Luis Borges. 
Published in the Argentine journal Sur in January of 1942, it expresses an extremely 
negative opinion of Felipe’s translation, going so far as to claim that Whitman had been 
“calumniado por León Felipe”. (70) Indeed the nucleus of Ganarás la luz was a series of 
essays written for Cuadernos americanos in 1942, which Felipe begins with the sentence: 
“Escribo estas páginas después de haber leído una nota crítica y agresiva que me envían 
desde Buenos Aires sobre mi traducción de Walt Whitman [….]” (215) Felipe addresses 
this criticism, first in Cuadernos americanos and then in Ganarás la luz, in a section 
appropriately titled, “La calumnia”:  
¿Y si yo me llamase Walt Whitman? A este viejo poeta americano de la 
democracia le he justificado yo, le he prolongado, le he traducido, le he 
falsificado y le he contradicho. Sí, le he contradicho. ¿y qué? ¿No se ha 
contradicho él también? El hombre es el que se contradice y el que no sabe 
traducirse a sí mismo. El hombre “es indomable e intraducible”. Alguien me ha 
insultado porque no sé traducir. Y me ha llamado calumniador. Y acaso yo no sea 
más que un calumniador de mí mismo. (421) 
By rhetorically asking whether his name is “Walt Whitman,” Felipe is questioning the 
relevance of authorship. This speaks to his understanding of literature as a communal 
good. The words in quotation marks, “indomable e intraducible,” are from Felipe’s 
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translation of section 52 of “Song of Myself”85 (1220), here uncredited to Whitman. 
Freely borrowing from Whitman’s verse, Felipe affirms his belief that, like the bible, 
poetry is a shared word open to everyone and it is the poets’ responsibility to realize these 
prophetic voices in their own present day. 
 Many, though not all, of these short essays from Cuadernos americanos, became 
the first chapter of Felipe’s subsequent book, Ganarás la luz (1943). One notable entry, 
however, that was not included in Ganarás la luz, connects Whitman to a universal poetic 
tradition and to the fight against fascism: 
De todas maneras hay voces que vuelven. Whitman es una voz que vuelve, 
como Rubén. Hay voces americanas y continentales que vuelven y que debemos 
retener, fortalecer, descifrar, completar y modificar si es necesario. En esto apoyo 
mi traducción. Y con esto la defiendo: Whitman es un poeta americano y 
continental que puede cantar  sin que nadie se inquiete desde el pico más alto de 
la Sierra Madre volviéndose a la derecha y a la izquierda, hacia el norte y hacia el 
sur, hacia el Atlántico y hacia el Pacífico. Su voz está hecha para hablar con 
Bolívar más que con Roosevelt I, el Cazador. 
Yo sé que hay muchas gentes que no le quieren, por ejemplo 
Swimbrune,86 Hitler, Mussolini y los fascistas españoles. Pero la otra España, la 
                                                          
85 Whitman’s original line is “I too am not a bit tamed, I too am untranslateable,” (77) which Felipe 
translates as: “Yo también soy indomable e intraducible,” (1220). 
 
86 Algernon Charles Swinburne, a “British Victorian poet and critic”, published an essay “Whitmania” in 
1887, claiming, among other things, that: “the highest literary quality discoverable […] [in Drum-Taps] is 
rhetoric”; and that with “a little more sense and a good deal more cultivation” Whitman might have 
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España, la España del Éxodo, la del trasvase, la que ha venido aquí a dejar su 
semilla y su sangre para la creación del hombre de mañana, encontrará como suya 
propia esta voz que no tiene sonsonete lugareño ni deformaciones arrabaleras. 
Yo le debo muchas cosas. Entre otras esta alegría que me gana cuando 
noto que el recio sombrero de charro, el amplio flexible de Texas, el jibaro, el 
jarano y el jipijapa me sientan tan bien como el viejo chambergo de Castilla. ¡Que 
es el mismo sombrero con más orbita! Y que en esta gran órbita continental y 
americana de mañana, España estará  presente con los atributos que el mismo 
Whitman le dio: 
  Ese es el rostro de tu madre, América, 
  El rostro de la Libertad. ¡Míradla! (225) 
Here Felipe aligns Whitman specifically with the exiled Spanish Republicans in 
opposition to European fascism and reveals that the need for Whitman’s voice at this 
specific moment in history is the impetus behind his translation of “Song of Myself”. He 
points to Whitman’s message of a shared communal humanity, beyond the limits of 
political divisions, as fundamental to the future of Spanish citizens now exiled in Mexico. 
This is the message that Felipe repeats in the last two lines of this essay, which are a 
gloss from his own 1940 translation of Whitman’s “España 1873-1874”. (1093) The 
similarities between a cowboy hat from Texas and a “chambergo” from Castilla is 
                                                          
become “a noticeable orator […] the informing principle of his work is not so much the negation as the 
contradiction of the creative principle of poetry”. (quoted from Meyers, 3) 
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likewise an example taken from Felipe’s own poetic prologue to “Canto a mí mismo” 
(1102).  
 The prophetic voices from the bible and Whitman are mixed and blended in 
Felipe’s poetry. Felipe acknowledges his connection with this tradition as well as the 
validity of the prophetic tradition in Western culture. In the section titled, “¿Y si me 
llamase Prometeo?”, from Ganarás la luz, he writes: 
Si Jonás no vive ahora, ahora mismo en mis humores, en mi sangre y en el 
barro de mis huesos que es el mismo barro primero de la Creación, ese librito 
poético y sagrado de las Profecías no es más que otro cuento milesio; 
Si las llagas de Job no son las mías y no siguen encendidas en mi carne, 
ese libro dramático de las Escrituras donde grita la lepra del mundo hasta 
despertar a Jehová, no es más que otra patraña patética y dialéctica; 
Si yo no puedo ser la justificación, la prolongación y la corrección de 
Whitman (he aquí una corrección: ¡Oh, Walt Whitman! Tu palabra happiness la 
ha borrado mi  llanto), la Poesía, toda la Poesía del mundo no es más que una 
canción paralítica; 
Y si el gran buitre no está devorando aún mis entrañas y las de todos los 
poetas  condenados del mundo, Prometeo fue sólo un motivo griego decorativo en 
un frontón, en  una metopa… y no hubo nunca mitos. 
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Pero hay mitos. Hay mitos sin comienzo ni fin. En la carne del mundo se 
sembraron los mitos y en esa misma carne han de florecer. Porque nada se ha 
cumplido todavía. Y lo que se cumpla será por la voluntad del Viento y por el 
ofrecimiento sumiso y doloroso de la carne del hombre. Dios pondrá la luz y 
nosotros las lágrimas. (463) 
The juxtaposition of the biblical prophets Jonah and Job with Walt Whitman, and the 
Greek Prometheus, is a notable tracing of our culture’s foundational myths.  
 Juan Larrea is solidly in agreement with the prophetic nature of Felipe’s poetry, 
writing in a letter to Gerardo Diego dated December 15th, 1975: 
Caso de encarnación o tal vez mejor, de en-espirituación el de nuestro 
buen amigo [Felipe]. Que si su estilo literario parece hoy anacrónico se debe, en 
mi sentir, a que reactualizaba en nuestra crisis esencial el sentido esencial de la de 
los profetas de Israel,  demostrando así la vigencia significante en nuestra lengua 
y días de aquel tronco revelador. Prodigios de nuestra España. (939)87 
 Later, in 1977, in a special edition of the journal Litoral dedicated to an Homenaje a 
León Felipe, Larrea again highlights Felipe’s connection to the biblical prophets: 
Sus auténticos mayores fueron los antiguos profetas de Israel, aquellos 
profetas de la lengua que, en defensa de las justicias del Ser a la par humano y 
divino, nunca tuvieron que recurrir, como tampoco León, a más fogosidad que a 
                                                          
87 In the same letter Larrea writes: “Por mi parte, sigo con Vallejo, otro caso aún mucho más sorprendente 
de encarnación trascendental que el de León Felipe.” (940) 
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la del celo cardíaco que los alienaba; al clamor de aquellas sus voces 
calenturientas, que ni falsean ni se imitan: la de Elías, el irascible y tremendo 
vagabundo; la de Isaías, el omnividente; la de Jeremías y demás compañeros del 
éxodo y del llanto; la de Job, malencarado con el señor del torbellino; la de Jonás, 
ventriculado en el signo de los signos [….] E inimitables eran sus clamores 
porque no surgían de los deseos de sus conveniencias inmediatas o de superficie, 
sino de la naturaleza adánica esencial que, como el Espíritu creador, irrumpe en el 
escenario de la Historia donde quiere y cuando quiere. (Larrea 224) 
For Felipe, this is the common patrimony of all human beings and it can and must be re-
written. This is the same justification that he makes for his own translation of Walt 
Whitman: 
Lo que hago con el libro de Jonás y con el libro de Job lo hago también 
con el de Whitman si se le antoja al Viento. Cambio los versículos y los hago 
míos porque estoy en  un terreno mostrenco, en un prado comunal, sobre la verde 
yerba del mundo, upon leaves of grass.  
 […] 
 Y yo, que no me atrevería nunca a cambiar las frases de una gacetilla o los 
signos  de una crónica temporal, no tengo empacho aquí, ahora, en cambiar a mi 
manera las palabras de Whitman y las palabras de Jehová. (En la crónica temporal 
lo esencial es la palabra que nadie debe trastornar; en la crónica poética o en el 
versículo sagrado lo esencial es el espíritu que yo no cambio nunca aunque 
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modifique las palabras y quiebre la forma.) Los Cantos 44 y 45 de Song of Myself 
están contenidos ya en el Capítulo VIII de los Proverbios.88 Yo no sé si Whitman 
lo sabía. Los scholars dirán que casi es una  paráfrasis. (Que los discutan y lo 
aclaren, que ése es su oficio.) Yo he entrado en la traducción de estos dos Cantos 
con tanta libertad, que ahora mismo, al volver a leerlos, ya no sé si son de la 
Biblia, de Whitman o míos. (Míos quiere decir del embudo y del Viento.)89 (423-
424) 
                                                          
88 For example: 
 Afar down I see the huge first Nothing, I know I was even there, 
 I waited unseen and always, and slept through the lethargic mist, 
 And took my time, and took no hurt from the fetid carbon. 
 
 Long I was hugg’d close – long and long. 
 
 Immense have been the preparations for me, 
 Faithful and friendly the arms that have help’d me. 
 
 Cycles ferried my cradle, rowing and rowing like cheerful boatmen, 
 For room to me stars kept aside in their own rings, 
 They sent influences to look after what was to hold me. 
 
 Before I was born out of my mother generations guided me, 
 My embryo has never been torpid, nothing could overlay it. 
 For it the nebula cohered to an orb, 
 The long slow strata piled to rest it on, 
 Vast vegetables gave it sustenance, 
 Monstrous sauroids transported it in their mouths and deposited it with care. (Whitman 70-71) 
 
Compare with Proverbs 8:22-29. 
  
89 This conception of poetry as a communal good would have political repercussions, and according to 
Max Aub, is the reason why León Felipe was considered an ally to the anarchist factions during the 
Spanish civil war: 
Esta justificación del robo, llevará a los anarquistas a considerarlo como allegado suyo: no hay 
fronteras, no hay nación, no hay propiedad, todo es del hombre, por el hecho de serlo. Esto será 
muy visible en sus personalísimas traducciones, cuando no dude por un solo momento en quitar 
o añadir lo que parezca bien. (Aub 151) 
86 
 
He is free in his translation to offer any message he wishes, so long as it does not violate 
the intent of the original author.90 Here the degree to which Felipe felt a personal 
connection with Whitman is laid bare. Again, writing in his prologue to “Canto a mí 
mismo”, Felipe defends his responsibility in interpreting Whitman’s poetry: 
Porque ¿a quién fue, a vosotros o a mí, a quien Walt le dejó encomendada 
esta nota? 
  “Poets to come, arouse! For you must justify me.”91 
 “Poetas de mañana, ¡levantaos! Porque sólo vosotros debéis justificarme.” 
 (1107) 
Felipe feels an identification with Whitman’s first-person voice. Nonetheless, he takes 
this message a step further, giving an exclusionary connotation to Whitman’s verse with 
the addition of the word “sólo.” Felipe clearly feels that it is his duty as a poet to carry 
Whitman’s message into the twentieth century for a new audience of readers. This can 
only be done by another poet, and though Felipe’s translation is a bit more urgent than 
Whitman’s original line, it can be argued that both are in agreement as to the poet’s 
                                                          
90 This idea of art as a communal good also recalls the popular tradition of Spanish literature, the 
Romancero for example, as opposed to more avant-garde currents of the twentieth century. For Felipe, 
however, both tendencies were two sides to the same coin, and literary movements were in fact striving 
for complete spiritual integration. As he explains in his 1937 article, “Poesía integral”:  
En España hemos tenido siempre una poesía aristocrática, una poesía popular y unos 
esfuerzos de poesía integral que en sus mejores momentos no han cristalizado en una estructura 
poemática. Estas  tres clases de poesía son corrientes que se prolongan al través de toda nuestra 
historia, y que un día han de unirse en un cauce ancho y único. (120) 
 
91 From Whitman’s “Poets to Come”, p. 14. 
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responsibility to bring a prophetic message to the fore in the struggle for a more just 
society.  
 In the epilogue to Ganarás la luz, under the heading “Resumen”, Felipe explains 
his rationale behind writing this work, and his connection to the prophetic tradition of the 
Judeo-Christian Bible and the poetry of Walt Whitman: 
Amigos: He querido escribir una autobiografía poemática, una antología 
biográfica. La vida poética del hombre. […] En seguida he pronunciado el 
nombre de Jonás. Y he dicho: ¿Seré yo el Jonás español? ¿Seré yo el recién 
nacido? ¿El que acaba de dejar las entrañas? Luego he dicho más firme […] Tal 
vez sea Job. Y si no soy Job, mi cuerpo está lleno de lepra y mi voz de 
imprecaciones y gemidos. Luego he dicho también: Yo soy Walt Whitman. Y en 
mi sangre hay un sabor americano, romántico, desorbitado y místico […] Y ahora 
yo escribo aquí […] este versículo de Whitman: 
Americano, ven que te limpie los ojos… Y acostúmbrate ya al resplandor 
de la luz 
  Y después estas palabras quijotescas: 
 La justicia se defiende con una lanza rota y con una visera de papel (563-
564) 
The prophetic voice is central to Felipe’s rationale for writing a “poematic” 
autobiography, and to his self-conception as a poet. First, he compares himself with 
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Jonah,92 perhaps because of his “rebirth” as an exiled poet in Mexico after the Spanish 
Civil War, or for his rather itinerant existence up until this point, having lived in Spain, 
Africa, New York, Mexico, and Panama.93 “Jonás es el profeta rebelde que huye de Dios 
y se niega a anunciar la destrucción de Nínive [….] Jonás es, además, un profeta 
desarraigado, sin tierra ni patria, y este aspecto le convierte en hermano de sangre de 
León Felipe” (Jato 101). Next, he mentions the suffering of Job94 who, though not a 
Christian prophet, is nonetheless a potent symbol of injustice and of seemingly senseless 
suffering.95 Neither Jonah nor Job however, at least in this example, represents the poetic 
identity of Felipe as perfectly as does Whitman. León Felipe envisions himself as taking 
up and continuing the prophetic voice from its biblical sources, though grounded in Walt 
Whitman’s poetic nature. Felipe quotes from his own translation of “Song of Myself,” 
though neither here nor in Whitman’s version (“Now I wash the gum from your eyes”) 
(73) do we read the word, “Americano.” The addition of this noun highlights the loss of 
his connection with Spain and his exile in Mexico, while furthering his own identification 
                                                          
92 Felipe’s affinity with Jonah is further explored in the section titled “Tal vez me llame Jonás” (p. 408-409) 
from Ganarás la luz. 
 
93 See León Felipe Poeta de barro, by Luis Rius, p. 15-18. 
 
94 Felipe makes this comparison between Job and the prophetic voice in poetry even more explicit in El 
gran responsable, writing:  
 Mientras haya una sombra en el mundo, 
 la Poesía es mía 
 y de Job 
 y de todos los hombres de la sombra. 
 Mañana será de la luz, 
 Pero hoy la Poesía es de la sombra. (379) 
 
95 “The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away.” (Job 1:21) 
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with Whitman. It also holds up the biblical example of making one able to see,96 a key 
function of prophetic poetry being a similar act of shedding light on social injustice.97 
This biblical and Whitmanic verse immediately gives way to Felipe’s own revolutionary 
message (“La justicia se defiende con una lanza rota y con una visera de papel”) 
originally published in his 1938 book, El payaso de las bofetadas y el pescador de 
caña,98 in which Don Quijote becomes a metaphor for all revolutionary struggles toward 
greater justice.99 It is useful to see the context of this line in its earlier version to better 
appreciate its revolutionary message advocating justice: 
                                                          
96 We are reminded of Acts 9:18, “scales fell from Saul’s eyes”, or Revelations 3:18, “and salve to put on 
your eyes, so you can see.” 
 
97 See Brueggemann, “Prophetic Criticizing and the Embrace of Pathos”, pp. 39-46. 
 
98 In an article published in La Vanguardia newspaper, March 16th 1937, Felipe uses language that is not 
found in any poem, but seems to foreshadow his 1938 book, El payaso de las bofetadas y el pescador de 
caña; specifically his references to Don Quijote and Sancho, and the “hombre doméstico” in contrast to 
the “hombre heroico”:  
 
Poeta es hoy aquel hombre que tiene fuerza para levantarse hasta lo épico. Detrás de la 
imaginación ha de ir la voluntad, como hacia Don Quijote. Hay que exaltar a este héroe, que 
nunca ha fallado. En esta revolución, el pueblo humilde lucha con el poeta para tener su lugar en 
la nueva sociedad. Los duques deben liquidarse, conservando únicamente a Sancho y a Don 
Quijote; es decir: al pueblo y al poeta, camarada de la justicia. Amor y justicia era la manía de 
Don Quijote; pero debemos darle una nueva lanza y un escudo moderno. No está con unos ni 
con otros, sino que tiene su idea propia de universalidad, por la que dio su hacienda y su sangre. 
El hombre heroico ve lo que no ve el hombre doméstico, y el primero dice: “Yo estoy loco porgue 
usted es un Imbécil.” Esta es la historia del mundo, que se encuentra siempre entre la locura y la 
imbecilidad. Ante este naufragio sólo hay una solución: armar a Don Quijote para acabar con los 
imbéciles y así recuperar el juicio. La historia de España es nuestra y no de los facciosos, que sólo 
poseen las orgias y las leyes pragmáticas forasteras, mientras que nosotros contamos con el 
“Romancero” y las gestas de nuestros héroes. 
 
99 Felipe writes in the section of this book titled, “El poeta prometeico”:  
  El genio poético-prometeico es aquella fuerza humana y esencial que en los momentos 
 fervorosos de la Historia puede levantar al hombre rápidamente [….]  
  Suele existir como un símbolo y es comúnmente la conciencia de un grupo de hombres 
 personificada en un héroe imaginario, nacional o universal [….] 
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 La justicia vale más que un imperio, 
 Aunque este imperio abarque toda la curva del Sol. Y cuando 
  la justicia, 
 herida de muerte, nos llama a todos, 
 a todos los hombres, 
 en agonía desesperada, 
 nadie puede decir: 
 Yo aún no estoy preparado.100 
 La justicia se defiende con una lanza rota y con una visera de 
  papel. (255) 
 
 Felipe’s poetically autobiographical self-identification with Whitman therefore connects 
both authors through the prophetic tradition that clamors for social change; even during 
the violence of the Spanish Civil War, or its traumatic aftermath. In this context, 
revolutionary social change is presented as being always worthwhile, despite the 
impossible odds of writing poetry to foment social justice in a world seemingly 
determined to tear itself apart. It is for this reason, acknowledging the fundamental 
necessity of prophetic enunciation even at times when revolution is certainly impossible, 
that León Felipe recurs to biblical prophetic sources, actualized in Walt Whitman’s lyric 
voice. 
 
Walt Whitman’s prophetic message and the Spanish civil war  
                                                          
Don Quijote es un poeta de esta clase. Es un poeta activo y de transbordo. Y se 
diferencia de todos los demás poetas ordinarios del mundo en que quiere escribir sus poemas no 
con la punta de la pluma, sino con la punta de la lanza [….] 
  Aparentemente no es más que una hazaña poética, una metáfora. Pero es una hazaña 
 revolucionario también [….] (217-218) 
 
100 This line has been taken from Felipe’s 1937 poem “La insignia” (211), an urgent call to action during the 
Spanish Civil War. 
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 As noted earlier in this chapter, León Felipe’s poetic affinity with Walt Whitman 
is intimately interrelated with the context of the Spanish civil war. This conflict was a 
defining moment in the life and poetry of Felipe, and it is at this time of tremendous 
social crisis that he looks toward Whitman’s prophetic voice as an example of how to re-
orient society during such a dark period. To this end, Felipe’s long poem “La insignia”, 
written after the fall of Málaga in February 1937, proves to be an archetypical work, both 
for the strength of its prophetic message, as well as for its integration of Whitman’s lyric 
voice. Until now, only a fragment of this early work, and its final revision published by 
the author in Mexico in 1938, have been available for critical study. While researching 
this chapter I have re-discovered Felipe’s original version of this poem,101 presented at a 
conference in Barcelona the 28th of March 1937, and subsequently published without the 
author’s consent. This first version, until now ignored by literary criticism, is an 
invaluable addition to the corpus of León Felipe’s work, both for its historical 
significance and strength of its poetic discourse, and deserves to be considered as one of 
the most profound and emblematic works not only of León Felipe’s lifetime, but of all 
poems that share as their subject the Spanish Civil War.   
                                                          
101 The first version of this poem, “La insignia,” while unknown to any textual critics, is available in three 
places: As a pamphlet titled “Poesía revolucionaria” published without the author’s consent, in the days 
immediately following Felipe’s public reading of the poem on March 28th 1937. In the chaos following his 
speech, and in the rush to evacuate Felipe, his papers were stolen and subsequently published; with all 
likelihood by Jacinto Toryho. This same version was then published in Buenos Aires in 1939, again by 
Toryho, this time under the poem’s name, “La insignia,” in what seems to have been a very limited 
edition, and one that was quickly denounced by the author. Finally, in 1951 Cristóbal Otero, with Felipe’s 
permission, mimeographed a few copies, in Montevideo, of this first version of the poem to circulate 
among the poet’s friends, under the imprint “Resalto.” This story is described later in this chapter. 
Perhaps owing to the difficulty of tracking down this early version of the poem, it has been unknown to 
criticism until now. 
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In the following pages I will examine the first version of this poem, until now 
entirely unknown to critical discourse. Its existence is an important contribution to the 
understanding of Felipe’s poetic corpus, as much for the obvious relationship it shares 
with Felipe’s subsequent text, especially El payaso de las bofetadas y el pescador de 
caña, published the following year in 1938, which draws heavily from the first version of 
“La insignia”, as for the insights it gives into his political consciousness at the time. 
Whitman’s presence is also evident in this early text, showing the extent to which the 
prophetic voices of both poets were merged during the tragedy of the war.   
As we have just seen, in Ganarás la luz, Felipe’s 1943 poetic anthology and 
autobiography that brings together so much of his work from the late 1930s and early 
1940s, the influence of Whitman is clear. The connection with Spain’s civil war is further 
evident in the first edition of this book, where Felipe has made a photomontage of the 
American bard looking out over the rubble of Guernica,102 opposite the page where he 
has written, “Yo soy Walt Whitman”, (194) The positioning of this image, in the epilogue 
of the book in the section titled, “Resumen,” points to the importance of the presence of 
Walt Whitman in the civil war. This picture has never been published in any subsequent 
editions of the book, and criticism has completely ignored this creative aspect of Felipe’s 
work.  
The montage appears similar to one which Lorca was to include in Poeta en 
Nueva York, his “Fotomontaje de la cabeza de Walt Whitman con la barba llena de 
                                                          
102 A copy is included in appendix. 
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mariposas”, a recreation of which was published by María Clementa Millán (218). As to 
be expected, perhaps due to the tragedy endured by Spain, Felipe’s representation of 
Whitman in 1943 is much darker than Lorca’s image in 1930. Felipe’s representation has 
a two-part title divided along its bottom edge, reading “Sacrificio de Guernica, 1937” on 
the left-hand side, and on the right, “Retrato de Walt Whitman”, representing the two 
main elements of the montage. The portrait of an already aged Whitman is laid above 
Guernica in a way that confuses the poet’s white beard with the smoke rising from the 
remains of the ruined city. Whitman’s presence seems heroic, almost infinite, stoically 
gazing over the destruction, his prophetic vision unscathed even as the world crumbles 
around him. The title refers to Guernica’s sacrifice, after all, rather than its destruction, 
and inherent to sacrifice is a spiritual rebirth. The juxtaposition of the poet with the 
shattered city is thus reminiscent of Whitman’s poetry, and Felipe’s photomontage could 
possibly have been inspired by the title of a poem from Drum-Taps, “Over the Carnage 
Rose Prophetic a Voice”. (265) In the negative space in the top left-hand corner of the 
montage, the statue of liberty is juxtaposed against a broken and collapsing Empire State 
Building. Again, the message is the same: humanity will always reach toward an ideal, 
even in the face of great devastation, or the tremendous chasm between Whitman’s 
democratic hopes and political reality. The caption underneath the photomontage reads: 
“Americano, ven que te limpie los ojos… / y acostúmbrate ya al resplandor de la luz”, 
and there are possibly no lines that better summarize Felipe’s conception of Whitman’s 
prophetic voice than these.  
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 The origin of these two lines is section 46 from Whitman’s “Song of Myself”,103 
and, besides having already written them in his “Resumen” from the epilogue of Ganarás 
la luz, (564) as well as in his translation, published in 1941, “Canto a mí mismo”, (1210), 
Felipe writes these same lines a third time in his poetic prologue to this same translation. 
In the sixth of the nine poems that comprise this prologue, “Os trae una consigna,” Felipe 
copies these same lines before adding two more at the very end of this poem:  
 Ven, que te limpie los ojos… 
 y acostúmbrate ya al resplandor de la luz. 
 Esta es la consigna: 
 Y acostúmbrate ya al resplandor de la luz. (1109)  
 
By repeating this last line, this time in italics, Felipe presents this verbal command as key 
to understanding the North American’s work. It is what Whitman calls in “Song of 
Myself” the pass-word primeval,104 and as we will see this same language is also invoked 
in the first version of “La insignia”.  
 The word “consigna” (in English, “password, slogan or course of action”), also 
presents a possible resolution to Felipe’s earlier “insignia”, or emblem, due to the 
phonetic and semantic similarities between the two Spanish words. A “consigna” defines 
what an “insignia” should be, and in the case of Whitman, according to Felipe, this is the 
                                                          
103 “Now I wash the gum from your eyes, / You must habit yourself to the dazzle of the light and of every 
moment of your life.” (73) 
 
104 “I speak the pass-word primeval, I give the sign of democracy, / By God! I will accept nothing which all 
cannot have their counterpart of on the same terms.” (Whitman 46) 
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spiritual opening up of oneself to the light of the world. In the same poem Felipe writes: 
“Y más que el poeta de la democracia / es un poeta místico y heroico.” (1107) Later in 
the eighth poem of Felipe’s prologue, “La gran sinfonia”, we read: “y la llamada mística 
esté más alta y más clara en la canción de El camino abierto.” (1112) This poem, “Song 
of the Open Road,” which Felipe did not translate, gives an idea of what habituating 
oneself to the dazzle of the light may mean: 
 Henceforth I ask not good-fortune, I myself am good-fortune, 
 Henceforth I whimper no more, postpone no more, need nothing, 
 Done with indoor complaints, libraries, querulous criticisms, 
 Strong and content I travel the open road. (126)  
 
Felipe’s task then is to actualize Whitman’s prophetic message at a time when it was 
desperately needed.  
 In the first poem of the prologue to “Canto a mí mismo”, titled “¿Es inoportuna 
esta cancion?”, Felipe makes clear the importance of Whitman’s poem to the historical 
context of 1941. Spain’s civil war had recently ended, and the fight against fascism was 
now at a global scale. Felipe writes: 
 Ahora… 
 cuando el soldado se afianza bien el casco en la cabeza, 
 cuando el arzobispo se endereza la mitra, 
 cuando el retórico saca de nuevo el cartabón para medir su madrigal; 
 ahora… 
 cuando el político y el sociólogo, 
 viran hacia la derecha porque parece que va a ganar el tirano, 
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 muchos pensarán que acuñar este poema en español es un mal negocio, 
 una hazaña sin gloria, 
 un gesto inoportuno y peligroso. (1101) 
 
The three figures Felipe first mentions are motifs found in much of his poetry: the soldier, 
or political power, the archbishop and the authority of religion, and the rhetorician, here a 
counterpoint to the prophetic responsibility of the poet. All three figures in Felipe’s poem 
are portrayed as being obsessed with order, the dead authority of a fascist state, instead of 
the living word of poetry.105 At this moment, when global politics were making a hard-
right turn into fascism, those with any power in society, politicians, religious leaders, or 
rhetoricians, will see a translation of Whitman as a bad deal, “un mal negocio.” 
                                                          
105 Juan Frau explains the importance of these three figures in greater detail: 
Precisamente, en libros como Éxodo o Luz, León Felipe trata de explicar el papel del 
poeta mediante el contraste con las figuras a las que tradicionalmente se ha atribuido la mayor 
importancia social: el obispo o el arcipreste, en representación de la iglesia y el poder religioso, y 
el político, representante del poder civil. Por una parte, el poeta sería más importante que el 
político porque éste trata, siempre en vano, de remediar congojas que el poeta previamente ha 
descubierto, y se atasca inútilmente en las leyes particulares, que están subordinadas a la Ley 
que conoce el poeta. El eclesiástico, por su parte, es quien sale peor parado en la comparación, y 
el que más ataques sufre en la poesía de León Felipe. Al margen del comportamiento concreto 
que tuvo la iglesia con ocasión de la Guerra Civil, algo que el poeta de Tábara nunca perdonaría, 
el obispo aparece como encubridor de la verdad, intérprete de una Ley muerta, e inventor de 




This language can be traced to another important poem Felipe wrote in Spain 
during the civil war, “Oferta”.106 In an article written for Letras de México in 1945, “Mis 
Colaboradores”, Felipe explains the genesis of this poem:107 
El día 18, después del bombardeo [Barcelona, marzo de 1938] que 
duró tres días consecutivos, el poema comenzó a abrirse y el día 19 los 
periódicos de Barcelona, excepto La Vanguardia, publicaron mi poema 
“La Oferta” en su primera variante.108 Cuando lo vi impreso en español y 
en catalán (en una traducción bastante buena) me di cuenta de que el 
poema no estaba concluido, que no se me había abierto del todo. Tenía 
unos sesenta versos y se acababa con el referido estribillo: 
   Toda la sangre de España 
                                                          
106 Luis Rius writes: 
 Dos son los grandes poemas que escribió León Felipe en España durante este trágico 
período el primero, cronológicamente hablando, es La insignia; el segundo, “Oferta”, al que 
después, como a casi todos los suyos modificándolo en parte, publicaría en Ganarás la luz con el 
título de “Diré cómo murió”. “Oferta fue publicado en varios periódicos de Barcelona, donde por 
entonces se encontraba de nuevo León Felipe, el 18 de marzo de 1938. En este poema, todavía 
compuesto en plena guerra civil, ya ésta no existe. El poeta se ha anticipado a los 
acontecimientos que la Historia aún no descubre. Hace hablar a España, y ésta alza su voz en 
medio de todos los otros pueblos de la Tierra. El poeta ha elevado además la voz de España, en 
ese momento históricamente brutal que ella vive, por encima incluso de la Historia. España lanza 
su oferta para, desde este mundo de tinieblas, comprar la luz. España-Don Quijote, más todavía: 
España-Cristo propone el sacrificio de toda su sangre “por una gota de luz”. (208)     
107 For a more detailed description of the genesis of this poem, see Paulino’s introduction to Ganarás la 
luz, pages 47-52. 
 
108 Of special interest in this version are a few lines, later deleted from the revised poem, that are 
reminiscent of the language Lorca used in Poeta en Nueva York; especially the word “musgo”, a motif in 




   Por una gota de luz. 
Aquel mismo día por la tarde fui a un café […] Y estaba yo en la esquina 
de una  mesa […] cuando un pintor virulento y materialista se me encaró como un 
energúmeno, gritando: “No, no. Eso no es negocio. Toda la sangre de España por 
una gota de luz, no es  negocio; eso es un mal negocio.” 
Entonces vi el poema. Lo vi que se abría completamente y sin reservas. 
Saqué un papel y un lapicero y allí mismo escribí: 
  ¿Quién grita? 
  ¿Quién protesta? 
  ¿Quién ha dicho: “Oh, no, eso es un mal negocio”…? 
 Vi plásticamente la escena de la subasta y la oferta máxima de España 
ante toda la ruindad y la cobardía del mundo. La imagen de España-Cristo que ya 
se me había aparecido tímidamente al final de La insignia irrumpió ahora entera y 
decidida de mi subconsciente colectivo, nacional [….] (quoted from Paulino 48) 
The passage is lengthy, but it serves to show the relationship between these two poems 
written during the civil war and Felipe’s thinking during this time. In both instances, he 
saw the role of Spain as similar to that of the sacrificial Christ, which leads to the refrain 
in “Oferta”: “Toda la sangre de España / Por una gota de luz.” The final version of “La 
Insignia” ends with an epilogue that invokes the martyrdom of Christ, which is not 
included in the first version. This early poem ended instead by invoking Walt Whitman, 
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giving an insight into how Felipe conceived of the poet during the civil war. Like Christ, 
or Don Quijote, Felipe sees Whitman in “La insignia” as providing a resolution to Spain, 
and a reason to offer up one’s life in resistance to fascism. 
 Felipe’s nine poem prologue to “Canto a mí mismo”, further supports the 
importance of Whitman’s poetry in the context of Spain’s civil war. In the first poem, 
“¿Es inoportuna esta canción?”, he inserts lines from his own translation to answer the 
titular question: 
 Todos dicen: es glorioso ganar una batalla. 
 Pues yo digo que es tan glorioso perderla. 
 Las batallas se pierden con el mismo espíritu que se ganan. 
 ¡Hurra por los muertos!109 (1101) 
 
For León Felipe as a Spanish exile, this celebration of the defeated would have been 
especially relevant. In the same prologue he calls Whitman the “poeta del amor, de la fe y 
de la rebeldía” (“Walt Whitman” 1103) and specifically contrasts him with the rise of 
Nazism and facism. Later in the prologue, in a gloss of Whitman’s poem “Salut au 
monde” (which Felipe did not translate), he writes: “La mano alta y perpendicular / (no el 
brazo oblicuo ni el puño cerrado)” (1110). Whitman’s salutation is an enthusiastic wave, 
and pointedly not the Nazi salute or a fist promising violence. This nine-poem prologue 
stands alone for its presentation of Felipe’s thoughts on Whitman, and his justification for 
the relevance of his poetic voice. The final verses of the first version of “La insignia” are 
                                                          
109 Whitman’s original version reads: “Have you heard it was good to gain the day? / I also say it is good to 
fall, battles are lost in the same spirit in which they are won.” (40) 
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several lines, uncredited, from Felipe’s translation, which he repeats as well in the 
prologue to “Canto a mí mismo”:110 
 Pero yo no conduzco a los hombres 
 ni al casino 
 ni a la biblioteca 
 ni a la Bolsa… 
 los llevo hacia aquellas cumbres altas.111 (1108) 
 
Felipe emphasizes the spiritual aspect of Whitman’s verse, changing “upon a knoll” to 
“aquellas cumbres altas”. Though Felipe respects the “spirit” of the text, it is clear that it 
is Whitman’s role as prophetic guide that he underlines, both in his complete 1941 
translation of “Song of Myself” as well as fragments that he had previously published in 
“La insignia” in 1937. 
 
From Panama to Spain 
                                                          
110 Felipe comments on his own tendency of repetition: 
Me incluyo y me reitero. A veces coloco un mismo verso y un poema completo en tres 
sitios distintos, pero en cada momento tiene una intención diferente. Por lo demás, soy pobre, 
vivo del ritornelo y me repito como la noria y como el mundo. La llama, la Luz es la que cambia. 
Iluminar es repetir. Me gusta poner el mismo verso bajo distintas luces, bajo la luz del mediodía y 
de la estrella. En la mañana no suena la canción como en la noche. Y el mismo salmo es diferente 
leído en el coro que cantado sobre el camino abierto del Éxodo. (Ganarás la luz 256) 
 
111 These lines are somewhat different in Whitman’s original version: “I lead no man to a dinner-table, 
library, exchange, / But each man and each woman of you I lead upon a knoll”. 
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 To understand the genesis of “La insignia,” Felipe’s direct poetic response to the 
Spanish civil war, it is useful to look at Felipe’s political development during these years. 
The first half of 1936, immediately prior to the war, found León Felipe working in 
Panama as a University Professor and cultural attaché to the Spanish government. An 
almost unknown lecture Felipe wrote during this period, published only once in a 
compendium by the Universidad de Panamá in 1988, speaks to how Felipe viewed the 
status of poetry immediately preceding the civil war, and the political uncertainty of the 
time: 
Desde el año 29 la poesía no ha cambiado en esencia, pero las escuelas 
han variado de postura, han surgido otras actividades y las nuevas jerarquías se 
ajustan ahora a otras medidas. Estamos aún en plena revolución humana y en 
España las poéticas viven hoy inciertas y temblorosas sobre la misma tierra 
volcánica que la política. Nos mueven fuerzas que vienen de las entrañas de la 
tierra y en un momento dado no sabemos si estamos a la izquierda o a la derecha 
del mundo. Las aristocracias líricas de ayer han dejado su empaque rígido y 
clásico y se han subido a la carroza comunista para entonar  con las masas 
populares himnos proletarios de revancha y libertad. Sobre las limpias canciones 
primitivas que se desempolvaron hace unos pocos años nada más y sobre los 
versos asépticos de la poesía pura la draga subrealista [sic] ha dejado caer todo el 
limo negro y viscoso que ha arañado en las profundidades obscuras del 
subconsciente. (“Poesía integral” 54) 
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Revealing perhaps his anarchist sympathies, and definitely his preference for a 
humanized and accessible poetry,112 Felipe seems to admit his disdain for both the avant-
garde’s embrace of communism, since he considered this an elite and “aristocratic” style, 
inaccessible to most, while “poesía pura” has been coopted by the right in an attempt to 
reclaim an imagined past glory. Neither position, it should be stated, is aligned with 
Whitman’s prophetic poetry as imagined by Felipe, which as he states in the prologue to 
“Canto a mí mismo”: “no es más que una invitación al heroísmo que se le hace al 
average man, al hombre de la calle”. (1107)  
 Immediately following the outbreak of the war, according to Luis Rius, Felipe 
made clear that his loyalties lay with Spain’s Republican government: “Y al día siguiente 
apareció en un periódico panameño un artículo de León Felipe condenando la 
sublevación militar y poniéndose incondicionalmente al servicio de la República”. (181) 
This put our poet in the uncomfortable position of being at odds with the Panama’s ruling 
class of the time, as Rius explains:  
[E]l gobierno panameño, el clero, la oligarquía, compuesta en buena parte 
por españoles antiguos residentes en el país, tenían que derrotar al poeta 
vociferante, y lo derrotaron [….] [Y] aunque no se atrevieron a expulsarlo del país 
                                                          
112 The epigraph to Felipe’s second book of poetry, Versos y oraciones de caminante: Libro II (1930), reads: 
 Voy con las riendas tensas 
 y refrenando el vuelo, 
 porque no es lo que importa llegar solo ni pronto 
 sino llegar con todos y a tiempo. (135) 
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en prevención del conflicto diplomático que eso hubiera provocado, sintieron un 
enorme alivio cuando él decidió irse definitivamente de allí. (181-182)  
Felipe was effectively censured for the remainder of his time in Panama, unable to 
publish or celebrate any public events. 
 The anger and frustration Felipe felt during this period are summarized in the text 
“Good bye, Panamá”, intended to be a public farewell broadcast on the radio, but that at 
the last minute was censored by the government. Before publishing this speech, Felipe 
added the epigraph: “Palabras de despedida que León Felipe debió decir, y no dijo, en 
una radio de la ciudad de Panamá, la noche antes de embarcarse para España, el primero 
de septiembre de 1936” (1035). In this discourse Felipe explains his reasons for returning 
to Spain, stating: 
Me voy porque quiero saber la verdad sobre la tragedia de mi Patria y 
nadie me la dice. Ni los Mastines ni mis amigos tampoco. Quiero encontrarme 
frente a frente con la realidad exacta e inmediata porque la otra, la verdad de 
mañana, ésa ya la sé. Mañana o el mundo se organiza sobre unas bases de justicia 
y de dignidad humanas o el mundo no se organiza de ninguna manera. (1041) 
Felipe’s commitment to a better future for humanity lay solidly with a Republican Spain. 
He was not willing to remain abroad, dependent on second hand news, but rushed to 
show his solidarity with those who would resist fascism. His prophetic insistence on the 
basis of justice and dignity, rather than a more “political” solution, is similar to 
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Whitman’s own faith in humanity above any political system, as expressed in the poem 
“Over the Carnage Rose Prophetic a Voice”: 
 Be not dishearten’d, affection shall solve the problems of freedom yet, 
  […] 
 (Were you looking to be held together by lawyers? 
 Or by an agreement on a paper? or by arms? 
 Nay, nor the world, nor any living thing, will so cohere.) (265) 
 
Still in Panama, even before arriving in Spain, Felipe makes clear his intention to express 
a prophetic voice during this moment of crisis, and his participation in a lyric tradition 
stretching from the Bible to Whitman: 
Es una voz que viene desde el comienzo del Mundo, que la reciben 
Homero e Isaías de otros rapsodas antiquísimos, que luego la empujan por la 
historia nuevos bardos y que va de pueblo en pueblo, de angustia en angustia y de 
esperanza en esperanza, hasta que llega Whitman y la recogemos nosotros, los 
poetas de hoy, para decir las mismas cosas a los mismos hombres. 
  ¿Oísteis?: 
  Es la nueva canción 
  y la vieja canción 
  ¡nuestra pobre canción! (1046) 
 
Felipe comments here on Whitman’s importance in this prophetic tradition, found not 
only in the Judeo-Christian bible, but connected also to the history of western poetry 
since Homer.  
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 When he arrives in Spain in September of 1936, Felipe quickly realizes that the 
Republican side was a utopia in the sense of presenting nothing but the illusion of unity. 
The poetic cause of justice and dignity was plagued by infighting and factionalism: 
“Primero en Madrid, ahora en Valencia, la retaguardia mostraba a los ojos de León Felipe 
un espectáculo desesperanzador de partidismos que minaba el esfuerzo tantas veces 
heroico de la lucha del pueblo en las trincheras”. (Rius 197) In a reedition of the poet’s 
final version of “La insignia”,113 in 1967, Felipe writes an addendum that resolves some 
the questions regarding this text, specifically addressing the context of its composition: 
Yo vine a ser el poeta de la retaguardia. Iba por los frentes, visitaba las 
trincheras, pero vivía en la retaguardia. La retaguardia era el puesto más 
comprometido y peligroso. Se estaba más seguro en las trincheras. El soldado 
tenía armas para defenderse y una guarida de tejón o de topo más seguro que la 
nuestra… el subterráneo de la trinchera donde podían burlar a los obuses y las 
bombas. Sin aviación de ninguna clase, las ciudades republicanas quedaban 
indefensas. Sólo teníamos unos refugios muy precarios que casi nadie usaba. Yo 
no los busqué nunca. En los bombardeos me salía a la calle a lanzar irrisorias 
imprecaciones y amenazas contra los cielos implacables y burlones. Pero yo vine 
a estar loco…[.] (Añadido, 60)114 
                                                          
113 Valencia, 1937. 
 
114 Langston Hughes wrote a similar account of his time in Madrid for the newspaper The Nation, 
published January 29, 1938, and titled “Laughter in Madrid.” (Goodmorning Revolution 119-122)  
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In such a drastic state, bearing witness to the worst traits of human kind on a daily basis, 
Felipe writes “La insignia”, a prophetic denunciation not of fascism (in the midst of war 
this would have been both redundant and propagandistic) but of the left’s inability to 
organize itself around a single rallying cause. Felipe called all versions of this poem an 
“alocución poemática”, a poetic address, underlining the fact that this was not a poem to 
be read and enjoyed, but rather a speech act to be heeded and actualized.  
 Openly criticizing the left in 1937 brought tremendous risks for Felipe. The brief 
but significant “civil war within the civil war”, a violent confrontation between 
communists and anarchists, was about to break out in Barcelona, lasting from May 3rd to 
the 8th. After having been denied any public forum to present this work in Valencia, 
Felipe was finally able to read his poetic address in Barcelona, on march 28th 1937,115 in 
the Metropolitan theater, which was later destroyed by a bomb. Rius adds that this public 
lecture was only possible due to a more favorable political climate for Felipe in 
Barcelona than Valencia: 
Allí había podido llegar León Felipe a hacerse oír porque los anarquistas, 
creyendo que su alocución les favorecía, ensalzándolos sobre los otros partidos 
del bando republicano, eran en Barcelona la fuerza por entonces más poderosa, y 
un grupo de ellos llevó a León Felipe hasta el teatro para protegerlo, previniendo 
                                                          
115 The reading is described in La Vanguardia newspaper (March 30th 1937, page 3) in an article that 
quotes extensively from the poem. It also mentions the reception of the public: “Una ovación que duró 
varios segundos estalló en la sala. La voz del poeta se disipó asustada de los aplausos y fué a cobijarse en 
la mente de los que escucharon al anarquista puro con silencioso recogimiento.” Felipe’s anarchist 
leanings are apparent. 
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que grupos de otras tendencias políticas quisieran impedir el acto o incluso atentar 
contra la vida del poeta. (199) 
Noteworthy as well is that after this public act, Felipe had to leave Spain and spend 
several weeks in Paris until threats against his life had subsided.116  
 It is difficult to think of many examples of a speech act that carried such risk and 
profundity as Felipe’s. Luis Rius puts this event into context: 
La insignia, […] junto al discurso que Miguel de Unamuno dijo en la 
Universidad de Salamanca, el 12 de octubre de 1936, el texto más valiente que 
un poeta haya hecho público en España durante la guerra civil. Porque no se 
dirigía a los hombres de la retaguardia, entre los que él se contaba, para otra 
cosa más que para increparles, echándoles en cara su error partidista. Su voz es 
aquí ya la de un profeta que anatematiza a los caudillos que mueven a las 
masas, y a las masas mismas que se dejan mover [...] Y si ya el de Good bye, 
Panamá! tiene mucho de acento profético, es en La  insignia donde su voz 
cobra por vez primera el valor pleno de la voz de un profeta, porque el hombre 
                                                          
116 Even later, in July of 1937, in Valencia at the II Congreso Internacional de Escritores para la Defensa de 
la Cultura, Felipe was shunned by the majority of the intellectual elite, with the noteworthy exception of 
César Vallejo. In a 1968 interview with Juan Cervera Sanchis, Felipe comments on this astounding 
coincidence, and the exceptional personality of Vallejo: 
Era tan humana y bella persona como gran poeta. Fuimos muy amigos. Te cuento. 
Cuando yo escribí “La Insignia” y todos me volvieron la espalda en el congreso de Valencia, 
donde la consigna era: "No hablar con León Felipe", recuerdo que estaba yo con Antonio 
Machado, cuando lo llamaron a él y yo me quedé solo entre el público. Entonces, Vallejo, se me 
acercó y mi dijo: -Vamos a comer, León. Vamos a un restaurante donde nos vea todo el mundo. Y 
eso hicimos. De entre todos los intelectuales del mundo que había en Valencia fue el único que 
tuvo conmigo un gesto inolvidable. (“León Felipe, el poeta y el hombre” Internet) 
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que la emite, al hacerlo, se está literalmente jugando la vida por ello en ese 
momento, y acepta ese riesgo y esa responsabilidad porque se sabe poseedor de 
la voz misma de la tierra en la cual dice sus palabras y el único hombre que 
puede preservar la verdad de los hombres y de los pueblos. (198) 
Felipe explains in his own words the motivation and value of this poem: 
Y también sucede a veces que la vida le lleva al poeta a escribir cosas, 
cuando pierda la razón y la serenidad porque la injusticia del hombre político le 
golpea la frente y le deja balbuciente y tartamudo. Entonces es cuando el poeta 
enloquecido, se sube a una tribuna proletaria y pronuncia ante miles de 
soldados poemas como La insignia, poemas encendidos y panfletarios con una 
oratoria apasionada y demagógica, porque es necesario dar testimonio, 
consignar de algún modo ciertos hechos, para que los recoja, si no la Poesía, 
por lo menos la Historia. (Añadido, 58) 
This is a description of righteous anger, stretching back to the biblical examples of Job, 
or Christ’s driving of the money lenders from the temple. Luis Rius connects Felipe’s 
prophetic voice to this furious righteousness: 
Esa soberbia, paradójicamente, no puede darse más que en un poeta 
como León Felipe, que, sin saber por qué, sin explicárselo y, tal vez, sin 
querérselo explicar, siente que no es más que un instrumento por medio del cual 
una fuerza infinitamente más grande que él, y que no tiene voz, habla; que él, 
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León Felipe, en realidad, no es nadie, es, todo lo más, algo así como un 
médium; lo que vale es la voz que de él sale, y la voz no es suya. (200) 
It was at this moment of terrible crisis when Felipe presents his prophetic admonition to 
Republican Spain: unify by way of a collective sacrifice for the good of all humanity, or 
perish. 
 Victor García de la Concha writes that there are two versions of this poem known 
to criticism: 
Conocemos dos variantes de este poema: una, la del extenso fragmento 
recogido en el núm. V, mayo de 1937, de Hora de España; otra, la versión 
completa, publicada también en Valencia, en la Tipografía Moderna, con 
‘explicit’ de 29 de junio de 1937, y que en el volumen de Antología y Homenaje 
es presentada como la “preferida del  poeta” [….] Discrepa Lechner de este juicio, 
valorando la versión de Hora de España como muy superior a la otra, que califica 
de “panfletario y propagandística”, con la sospecha añadida de que se deba a 
“presiones del momento”. (62-63)  
The Catedra edition of Ganarás la luz, edited by José Paulino, similarly describes “La 
insignia”, and in Poesías completas, also edited by Paulino, he adds that: “Hay noticia de 
otra edición parcial, realizada sin el consentimiento del poeta, en Barcelona, pocos días 
después de la lectura pública”. (1280) 
 Any comparison between these two versions of the “same” poem has been 
frustrated by their almost complete dissimilarity. Though they share the same tone and 
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ostensibly are directed toward the same audience, they are two different poems, and it is 
hard to tell how the complete version could have originated from the earlier version 
published. It would take an imaginative stretch, and extensive correction on the part of 
León Felipe, for the first poem to have evolved into the second. This is because the poem 
published in Hora de España was not actually the primitive version of “La insignia”, but 
rather only the second part of Felipe’s first version of this poem, and the two parts were 
later merged into Felipe’s final copy.  
 It is hard to imagine how criticism has not yet discovered this original version. 
Roughly 20 pages long, it offers a significant contribution to Felipe’s poetic corpus and is 
a powerful text as a historical document, providing a great deal of insight into this 
complicated period of Spain’s civil war. Perhaps it has been ignored since this poem was 
never included in one of Felipe’s books. Thus, many anthologies, if they included it at all, 
placed the poem under a catch-all heading of “poesías sueltas”. It seems though, that it 
was in large part Felipe’s reluctance to talk about this poem, both for the details of its 
early publication, as for his own fluctuating opinions of the poem. 
 After publicly reading “La insignia”, amid the rush to exit the theater and the 
crowd, the poem was apparently stolen from Felipe and published without his consent. 
Rius describes the scene as follows: 
Al salir del teatro aquel 28 de marzo de 1937, tras la lectura de La 
insignia, sofocando entre el gentío que lo rodeaba, desaparecieron del bolsillo de 
su chaqueta los papeles donde llevaba escrito el poema, y a los dos días aparecía 
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éste publicado con supresiones y enmiendas que desvirtuaban su sentido, para 
conveniencia de quienes lo habían hurtado. León Felipe entonces se apresuró a 
editarlo en Valencia en la versión verdadera para desautorizar así aquella otra 
dolosa impresa en Barcelona. (Rius 208) 
However, upon reading the first version of this poem, it seems that there are no 
“enmiendas” or “supresiones” in the version published in Barcelona. The poem is written 
in exactly Felipe’s voice, and it differs from the final version mainly by using 
unattributed quotes from Walt Whitman, or passages that would be taken out of this 
poem and form the nucleus of Felipe’s subsequent book, El payaso de las bofetadas y el 
pescador de caña (1938). Thus, this first version published in Barcelona proves to be 
significant in that much of the text was revised to later become another work.  
 Felipe’s resistance to this early work is at least due in part to his favorable 
treatment of anarchists, which may have seemed counterproductive in the years following 
the war. The dedication in this first version of “La insignia,” which to my knowledge was 
never published again, reads: 
 A todos los poetas del mundo, poetas con el signo épico y activo que 
 aquí damos a la palabra y al oficio… 
 Y a los anarquistas, 
 a los anarquistas “angélicos y adámicos” que en esencia son estos 
 mismos poetas… 
 Más sencillo: 
 A las milicias quijotescas del mundo. (1) 
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These are Felipe’s words, and it is impossible that another writer could have imitated him 
so exactly. What’s more, in a bibliography of his work on which he collaborated for 
Cuadernos americanos, in 1963, Felipe includes this poem, but under a different title: 
Poesía revolucionaria: La insignia. This was also the title under which it was published 
in Barcelona. 
Also, this early version was not published once, but twice. The editorial Imán 
published in Buenos Aires in 1939, in what seems to have been a very limited edition, the 
same version of this poem first published in Barcelona in 1937.  
Cristóbal Otero, in an unedited letter to Felipe in 1951,117 recalls Felipe’s version 
of the events in Barcelona differently then as described by Rius. Otero urged Felipe to 
again publish the original version of “La insignia”, as the Buenos Aires edition was 
already impossible to find. Felipe was indifferent about the project, but did not oppose to 
Otero distributing copies of this version, which he did in Uruguay in 1951.118 In his letter, 
Otero parphrases Felipe’s position: 
Aquella noche Toryho casi me sacó del bolsillo la alocución 
inmediatamente de pronunciada. Debí hacerle algunas correcciones pero no hubo 
tiempo; no lo había para nada. Se publicó pocos días después, tuvo éxito y…  
                                                          
117 This letter was included along with the mimeographed copies Otero made of the first version of “La 
insignia” and published in 1951 under the imprint “Resalto.” Due to the difficulty of consulting this letter, 
it is included as an appendix to this chapter.  
 
118 See appendix. 
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Palabras más o menos, era por ésto que ya no te interesaba esta 
conferencia poética, tan de nuestro gusto todavía. 
Jacinto Toryho was a writer and Spanish anarchist who became an exile in Buenos Aires 
after the war. He was also a friend of Felipe’s and was undoubtedly responsible for 
publishing the two editions of “La insignia”. It is not surprising that Felipe did not want 
to publicly blame him for publishing the poem, but it is interesting that Otero mentions 
that Felipe was upset about not being able to correct the poem, and not that it was edited 
against his will. 
 In the same letter, Otero mentions that by 1951, Felipe felt that the “rhythm” of 
this poem had been transcended. He expresses a similar sentiment in 1967, writing: 
“Ahora veo que en el poema he sido injusto. Ya no me gusta ese poema. He sido injusto. 
¿Injusto?... Loco nada más. Se enloquecía o se huía. No había otra salida”. (61)  
 Toward the end of his life, following the death of his wife in 1957, Felipe suffered 
a depression that left him regretting much of his work: In a letter to Camilo José Cela, 
dated April 29, 1959, he writes: 
Me gustaría decirle a alguien, a usted, por ejemplo, con la solemne 
sinceridad de un moribundo, que mi poesía, salvo los momentos religiosos que 
tienen un aliento de plegaría, la rompería, la quemaría toda. He roto y quemado 
cuanto andaba rodando por cajones y carpetas – poemas, papeles, comedias—
pero, ¡ay!, no puedo romper ni quemar lo publicado. Hago lo posible por no 
reeditarlo y escondo mis libros. Estoy avergonzado de haber escrito la mayoría de 
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mis versos. Casi todos no son más que actualidad. Al final creo que no he sido 
más que un reportero con un énfasis de energúmeno. He tenido una voz irritable, 
irritante y salvaje sin freno y sin medida, y sólo en algunos momentos, muy 
pocos, he sabido rezar. La poesía no es más que oración. Ahora, como cuando 
escribí mi primer libro, creo que no es más que oración. Oración fervorosa. O 
piadosa y reposada. (Obras completas, 1035)119 
Felipe emerged from this depression suddenly in 1965 (Rius 244) and, at 81 years of age, 
produced two more works of poetry.120 
 On the final page of the fragmentary version of “La insignia” published in Hora 
de España there is an ellipsis without any explanation. In the first version of this poem 
this emptiness is shown to have been originally filled by verses from Walt Whitman, 
uncredited of course: 
 La noche pasada subí a la colina, 
 vi el cielo encendido de luminarias 
 y le dije a mi espíritu: 
 Cuando ya conozcamos todos esos mundos 
 y sepamos todos los secretos que guardan… 
 ¿estaremos ya tranquilos y satisfechos? 
 Y me dijo mi espíritu: 
 No. 
 Llegaremos a ellos sólo para continuar adelante. 
                                                          
119 In the prologue he wrote for Bellleza cruel, in 1958, by Ángela Figuera Aymerich, Felipe further 
acknowledges that the political landscape had changed much in the years following the war. (9-11) 




 Estos son los pensamientos revolucionarios 
 de los hombres de todas las edades y de todos los tiempos. 
 No son originales. 
 No son míos solamente. 
 Son las voces de todos. 
 Son gritos de ayer, 
 de hoy 
 y de mañana. 
 Si no son tuyos también, 
 no son nada o casi nada. 
 Si no son lo inmediato y lo distante, 
 no son nada. 
 Si no son el misterio y la llave que abre al mismo tiempo todos los misterios, 
 no son nada. 
 Son la hierba que crece donde hay agua y tierra. 
 Son el aire corriente que llena nuestro Globo. (16) 
 
These are all the lines that occupied the ellipsis, and they are all from Whitman’s “Song 
of Myself,” sections 17 and 46, written in this poem 4 years before Felipe published 
“Canto a mí mismo”. 
 On the first page of the final version of “La insignia”121 Felipe writes:  
Este poema se inició a raíz de la caída de Málaga y adquirió esta expresión 
después de la caída de Bilbao. Así como va aquí es la última variante, la más 
                                                          
121 Valencia, 1937. 
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estructurada, la que prefiere y suscribe el autor. Y anula todas las otras anteriores 
que ha  publicado la prensa. No se dice esto por razones ni intereses editoriales. 
Aquí no hay Copyright. Se han impreso quinientos ejemplares para tirarlos al aire 
de Valencia y que os multiplique el viento. 
Felipe, true to his conception of art as communal good, insists that there is no copyright, 
and one wonders if this has to do with the ellipsis from the published fragment of “La 
















































No valió en mi favor aquella tu promesa al partir: - “Hombre: a ti sí te escribiré”, 
cuando dije que te enviaría cartas aún conociendo tu costumbre de no contestarlas. Fuera 
de una enviada desde Buenos Aires a los pocos días, nada. No me podía extrañar porque 
te conozco; pero sigo extrañando esta falta de noticias tuyas.  
 ¿Te acuerdas cuando hablamos de “La Insignia” por primera vez? Fué en el Tupí -
-todavía estaba Berta en Montevideo. Volvimos a los días tremendos que la inspiraron y 
se habló de los torpes intereses que pesaban contra España, contra la Libertad. "Es 
necesario reeditarla" --dije. Tú opusiste un reparo al ritmo que creías, o sabías, 
trascendido. Señalé el deseo de hacer a mimeógrafo algunos ejemplares para otros tantos 
compañeros que la querían tal como llegó de España, como la reprodujo luego la editorial 
Imán de Buenos Aires. “Allá tú” -- fué la contestación. 
 Pasó el tiempo. Te escribí con varios motivos (“El Gran Parto”, Juan Ramón y 
una opinión sobre tus poemas, “Resalto”, etc.) Ya en el número 6 de la revista, releímos 
"La Insignia" -que mantiene vivo nuestro interés. Así como la pronunciaste en el 
Coliseum de Barcelona aquel 28 de marzo. Me propuse cumplir el deseo anotado, que era 
de amigos en mayor cantidad ahora. Recordé todavía otras palabras tuyas --íbamos en 
avión para Melo, de donde te habían solicitado para dos conferencias: 
 Aquella noche Toryho casi me sacó del bolsillo la alocución inmediatamente de 
pronunciada. Debí hacerle algunas correcciones pero no hubo tiempo; no lo había para 
nada. Se publicó pocos días después, tuvo éxito y…  
 Palabras más o menos, era por ésto que ya no te interesaba esta conferencia 
poética, tan de nuestro gusto todavía. No te interesaba como libro; pero andan por ahí 
muchos versos de ella integrando otras composiciones. “Ganarás la Luz” es buena prueba 
de ésta tu costumbre como se explica en el epílogo. 
 Concretamente, nosotros queríamos retener por más tiempo aquel momento de 
Barcelona. Con toda su protesta, su emoción. Y las causas que se señalan. Sabemos qué 
había ocurrido, cómo andaban las disposiciones en los frentes y las retaguardias, qué 
restaba después de la caída de Málaga. Cosas que aún nos duelen -porque es terco el 
recuerdo y están los hechos de hoy dando razón a nuestras preocupaciones - de entonces. 
Las mismas que te irguieron sobre el instante, sobre tí mismo tal vez, para decir a los 
políticos aquellos cuatro frescas -- tan bien ganadas. Especialmente, luego de los grandes 
mitines en que cada partido explicó lo suyo sin explicar nada. Fué necesario que hablaras 
tú; que hablara el Poeta. (Nadie en verdad lo podía hacer con más derecho, porque el 
poeta era limpio de culpas). 
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 No estabas en el mercado… Tu tribuno se había levantado para exprimir el alma 
de la tierra a favor de eso más urgente en el pueblo, que es vivir. ¡Su vivir! Nadie lo había 
comprendido, aunque todos hablaban en su nombre y pretendían hacer la Historia por él. 
Dársela - pronta sin mayores consultas a su voluntad; -- pensando acaso, que era mejor 
sorprender poniéndolo "más allá de la Historia inmediata", "donde queda escrito el 
poema del Hombre". 
 Se había enfriado lo épico, detenido la proa revolucionaria, mientras se acercaba 
el aluvión de caverna soplado por las dictaduras; dejado andar por la cobardía --o la 
traición-- de las democracias. Quisiste levar el ancla y te fué necesario gritar, echar en 
cara las miserias, decir que se estaba en lo doméstico - de nuevo, cuidando intereses 
totalmente ajenos a lo que se decía perseguir. Sólo la voz del Poeta --tu voz-- podía 
repetir la consigna de quemar las naves yendo a la muerte si no era posible alcanzar el 
ápice donde se pudiera -- clavar la justicia “como el estandarte de la última victoria”. 
 Se te ardían las palabras hablando de aquello en Montevideo. Es que mantenías el 
derecho a repetir:  
 “Nadie me entiende  
 y habrá que irse a otro plantea con esta mercancía inútil aquí; 
 con esta mercancía inútil y quijotesca”. 
“La Insignia” --repito-- nos interesa así, con todo lo que sirvió aquella noche para 
levantar el teatro pleno de gentes que buscaban solución a la enorme cosa resultante de la 
Justicia y la Libertad. Así junto, agrupado según tus emociones de aquellos días, con el 
ritmo apurado que lo presidió para llegar a tiempo al último acto de la serie: el que 
aconsejaba jugar la carta que aún quedaba a los hombres de la Revolución. 
 Tú le seguirás dando otras formas a lo que estimes fundamental de este poema, y 
publicando libros que desde ya te agradecemos. Nosotros, mediante “RESALTO”, 
proporcionaremos un breve puñado de ejemplares a los amigos que no pudieron lograr la 
edición de Barcelona o la de Buenos Aires, ha tiempo agotadas. 
 Será un modo de tenerte más cerca. 
 Y es, además, nuestra contribución “al castigo del cobarde, ya sin paz y sin 
salvación --por toda la eternidad”. 
 Cordialmente, 
Cristóbal D. Otero  
1951122  
                                                          





Federico García Lorca’s prophetic voice, in dialog with Walt Whitman and León 
Felipe 
  “No es sueño la vida. ¡Alerta! ¡Alerta! ¡Alerta!” 
(Lorca, “Ciudad sin sueño” 151) 
 This chapter explores the poetry of García Lorca in conversation with Whitman; 
specifically, Poeta en Nueva York,123 and traces León Felipe’s role as a bridge between 
the two. Confronting a personal and artistic crisis during his stay in New York City,124 
between 1929 to 1930, Lorca seems to have naturally gravitated toward Whitman, a poet 
who gives the impression of having seamlessly merged his individual identity with his 
poetic work. His was a freed lyric voice, exactly the kind that Lorca was searching for on 
his voyage. As Anthony Geist explains, Poeta en Nueva York has generally been 
analyzed as the intersection of two types of crisis: “la articulación poética de la grave 
crisis económica y social que conmocionó al capitalismo moderno con el crack de la 
Bolsa de Nueva York en 1929, y la de los que interpretan los poemas neoyorquinos como 
expresión de una fuerte crisis personal” (450). However, as Christopher Maurer points 
out, Lorca enjoyed a privileged stay in New York City that to some extent contradicts 
these biographical readings of the work:  
                                                          
123 Perhaps the earliest comments regarding Walt Whitman’s influence on García Lorca can be found in 
Ángel del Río’s introduction to Poet in New York: Twenty-Five Years After, from 1955.  
 
124 “Few critics have written about Lorca’s life in New York without insisting that he felt depressed and 
isolated.” (Maurer x) 
121 
 
The family letters will remind the reader that not all of Poet in New York is best 
read as a lyrical autobiography. The boyish, carefree writer of the family letters 
and the tragic and sometimes Whitmanesque “self” or “subject” of the book of 
poems are two masks, or two voices, of one of the most complex spirits of 
modern European poetry. (xvi) 
This is not to diminish Lorca’s personal suffering, but to posit that a more fruitful 
approach focuses on the poet’s first-person lyric voice, rather than his autobiographical 
experiences. Geist goes on to point out that, in addition to these personal and public 
crises visible in the thematic content of Lorca’s poems, “Poeta en Nueva York representa, 
quizás en su sentido más profundo, una crisis de lenguaje poético” (452). Indeed, this 
poetry presents a rupture with Lorca’s previous works in the directness of its public 
purpose, and in the protagonism of his first-person lyric voice, a “message” and a 
“medium” intimately interrelated.  
 Although the author must surely have been aware of Whitman prior to his New 
York experience, in view of his historical influence among Hispanic poets,125 it seems 
that, until this journey, Whitman had not made a significant impact on Lorca’s aesthetic. 
In fact, Ángel del Río claims that it was not until his encounter with León Felipe in 1929 
that he was exposed to Whitman’s poetry.126 Although del Río qualifies this claim as his 
                                                          
125 The May 1919 edition of the literary review Cervantes (Madrid), which celebrates the centennial of 
Whitman’s birth, is an example of Whitman’s popularity among Spanish writers. 
 
126 In Lorca’s poem “Oda a Walt Whitman” we read: “¿Qué ángel llevas oculto en la mejilla? / ¿Qué voz 
perfecta dirá las verdades del trigo?” (220). The newness and surprise expressed in these lines seem to 




own “guess,” León Felipe seems to have supported this analysis. In Felipe’s personal 
archives in Zamora127 I discovered a copy of del Río’s introduction to the 1955 English 
language edition of Poet in New York,128 titled “Poet in New York: Twenty-Five Years 
After.” Ángel del Río has dedicated the book to León Felipe on the title page.129 In this 
31-page introduction there are five sections marked in the margins by Felipe’s hand:130 
two of Del Ríos comments signaled by Felipe deal with the prophetic voice of Poeta en 
Nueva York, another comments on its surrealist characteristics, and the last two mention 
Lorca’s relationship with Felipe and the importance of Walt Whitman. In light of the 
friendship between Felipe and del Río, these markings seem to be a clear indication of 
support for del Río’s account of Lorca’s encounter with Whitman’s poetry. Regarding 
Lorca’s arrival in the United States, Felipe marks this paragraph in del Río’s introduction:  
He made some acquaintances among people who spoke Spanish. But his constant 
companions were a group of Spaniards, most of whom he had known for many 
years. Besides Professor de Onís and myself were the poet León Felipe, translator 
of Whitman; Dámaso Alonso, today one of the leading critics and scholars of 
Spain and also a poet of importance [….] (del Río 8) 
The quote continues after this section marked by Felipe, describing other Spanish friends 
of Lorca in New York. It seems clear, since Felipe pointed out this passage, that he found 
                                                          
127 Foro ciudadano de Zamora 
128 Translated by Ben Belitt, 1955. 
129 Inscribed by hand: “A León recordando los Buenos días de nuestro reciente encuentro. Ángel” 
130 That it was Felipe who wrote in the text can be confirmed by comparing these markings to the writing 
in other documents from his archive. In all cases, the writing is identical. 
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his description as the “translator of Whitman,” personally meaningful. Significantly, the 
other section from del Río’s introduction (also marked by Felipe) that mentions Felipe’s 
friendship with Lorca, likewise highlights the prominent role that Whitman’s verse 
occupied for these two Spanish poets in New York: 
Our guess regarding Whitman would be that most of the Whitmanisms of 
the book came through Lorca’s friendship here in New York with León Felipe 
(one of the most important Spanish translators of the Camden poet), who, during 
the year he knew Lorca, was immersed in Whitman’s social and democratic faith. 
There is also, as in the case of Eliot, a great distance between the sensibility and 
creative power of Lorca and the moral and social inspiration of León Felipe. But 
there is no doubt in my mind that at least in the point of departure Lorca’s 
conversations with the Spanish author of Versos y oraciones de caminante 
[Felipe] left some important trace in his attitude towards his subject and induced 
him to read Whitman, of whose work there were several Spanish translations. (24) 
Felipe’s markings in Del Rio’s text seem to second the critic’s observations with the 
authority of his own rubric.  In fact, as we shall see, the presence not only of Whitman in 
Lorca’s New York poetry, but also of León Felipe, provides important critical insights 
into Poeta en Nueva York.  
 León Felipe was busy translating Whitman’s “Song of Myself” at the time of 
Lorca’s visit, and this particular poem, as well as Felipe’s translation, proves to be 
especially relevant to a reading of Lorca’s New York poetry. Moreover, it is clear from a 
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letter home, dated July 6 1929, that he shared a close, almost familiar, relationship with 
Felipe:  
Mis amigos de aquí se siguen portando de manera espléndida conmigo, y 
no hay ninguna dificultad para mí. El poeta León Felipe, catedrático de la 
Universidad de Cornell, y su señora, se han portado de manera paternal, y me 
tienen, como dicen en Andalucía, <<dentro de un fanal>>. (quoted in Maurer, 16) 
Nonetheless, del Río’s observation that “there were several Spanish translations of 
Whitman” is somewhat misleading. Though it is true that several poets had translated 
some of Whitman’s poetry, notably in the aforementioned 1919 edition of Cervantes, and 
in a significant fifteen-page translation in 1912 in the journal Prometeo,131 there was only 
one book-length publication available of Whitman’s work: Álvaro Armando Vasseur’s 
Poemas. Indeed, it is this 1912 book that is found in Felipe’s archives in Zamora, Spain, 
indicating with some degree of certainty that it was these translations that Lorca would 
have studied in New York.132 
                                                          
131 Kelly Franklin in the article, “A Translation of Whitman Discovered in the 1912 Spanish Periodical 
Prometeo,” notes that this journal actually predates Vasseur’s translation by several months. 
Furthermore, Prometeo was influential among Spain’s avant-garde poets. 
 
132 Ian Gibson notes that it was imposible that Lorca hadn’t at least heard of Whitman before travelling to 
New York, “siendo tan admirador de Rubén Darío no conociera, todavía adolescente, el soneto dedicado 
por el nicaragüense, en Azul…, al <<gran viejo, /bello como un patriarca, sereno y santo>>.” (294) He also 
points out that Guillermo de Torre’s Helices (1923) uses an epigraph written by Whitman. (294) Finally, he 
notes that:  
Los que han escrito sobre “Oda a Walt Whitman” están de acuerdo en atribuir a León 
Felipe, a quien Lorca trató con cierta asiduidad durante los primeros meses de su estancia 
norteamericana, la verdadera aproximación suya a la obra del autor de Hojas de hierba. (297) 
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 The most obvious example of Whitman’s presence in Lorca’s poetry is, of course, 
“Oda a Walt Whitman,” an important poem that synthesizes the predominant crises we 
see repeatedly throughout this book; the social injustice of New York and Lorca’s own 
homosexuality, as well as a poetic expression capable of encompassing this existential-
crisis in a voice much different from his previous one, informed by the Spanish poetic 
tradition (especially Romancero gitano) that the author seems to have tried to leave 
behind him in Spain. Regarding this poem, Paul Binding notes: “the failure of 
homosexual life to live up to the Whitmanesque image of it is inextricable from the 
failure of American society to live up to Whitman’s social pastorals for it” (141). This is 
an undoubtedly true, and succinct, characterization of the poem, even if it does not 
address its many linguistic complexities. Similarly, Ian Gibson reads “Oda a Walt 
Whitman” as a somewhat misshapen expression of how Lorca has “interiorizado el 
discurso antigay circundante” (Caballo azul 300). This poem, like all of Poeta en Nueva 
York, is an example of how the poetry of Whitman may have led Lorca to the multi-
layered complexities of his own voice. Furthermore, this poem’s apocalyptic theme as 
well as its position as the last “New York” poem of the book can be seen as a thematic 
culmination of the collection. By contrasting the reality of his present against Whitman’s 
ideal for the future, Lorca’s lyric voice rallies against its own impotence in the face of 
this immediate existential crisis. 
 
The role of León Felipe in the poetic transmission of Whitman to Lorca 
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  When León Felipe’s path crossed with Lorca in Manhattan, he was preparing his 
second book for publication by the Instituto de las Españas, Versos y oraciones de 
caminante: Libro II (1930), while also working on his translation of Whitman (del Río 
24). This period would also be the inspiration for his only work titled in English, Drop a 
Star, 1933. There are various correspondences in this former book that speak to the close 
relationship Felipe had with Lorca. First, the decorative writing on an otherwise nearly 
plain cover is done by Lorca’s hand. (Maurer 195) Forming a circle in a continuous line, 
Lorca has written the words from Rubén Darío, “Sangre de Hispania fecunda.” In Lorca’s 
archives, in Granada, Spain, there is a copy of this book that the author gifted to Lorca, 
with the dedication “Al Fénix, al monstruo lírico español del siglo XX. Leónfelipe.133 
New York. 19 junio 30.” (Archive) Additionally, Felipe has dedicated a poem in the book 
to Lorca. Aptly titled “Poeta,” the short poem reads: 
 Ni de tu corazón, 
 ni de tu pensamiento, 
                                                          
133 It is nuclear why Felipe chose to sign his name as one word, and it is tempting to see the influence of 
Whitman here. In his poetic prologue to “Canto a mí mismo,” Felipe writes: 
 Aquí está. ¡Miradlo! 
 Se llama Walt. 
 Así lo nombran 
 el viento, 
 los pájaros 
 y las corrientes de los grandes ríos de su pueblo. 
 Walt es el diminutivo de Walter (Gualterio en castellano). 
 Más bien es la poda del patronímico hasta el monosílabo 
 simple, onomatopéyico y gutural: Walt. (1103) 
Perhaps Felipe sought a similarly basic name that would signal him as an ally to the more “natural” 
elements of life. In any case, in later years Felipe would begin putting a hyphen between his first and last 
name, as seen in the Obras completas (1963) and this could mirror the apparent hyphen (an elongated 




 ni del horno divino de Vulcano 
 han salido tus alas. 
 Entre todos los hombres las labraron 
 y entre todos los hombres en los huesos 
 de tus costillas las hincaron. 
 La mano más humilde 
 te ha clavado 
 un ensueño… 
 una pluma de amor en el costado. (21) 
 
This poem is notable for several reasons; foremost perhaps because it removes the work 
of the poet from isolation and places it into the context of all human kind. The last line 
additionally likens the work of the poet to the martyrdom of Christ, comparing writing to 
the sacrificial act of love. It is almost startling that Felipe had already identified these 
themes, which would become so important in each author’s subsequent works, with 
García Lorca. 
 After this book however, Felipe’s attention would turn to either his translation of 
Whitman, or the poems that were soon to make up Drop a Star. For Felipe, as well as for 
Lorca, their time together in New York would be marked by poetic reinvention. “A partir 
de ese momento su escritura poética se extiende y alcanza un tono y una definición 
propios tras largo esfuerzo de síntesis y organización”, (Paulino 8). Felipe’s poems from 
this period share some telling parallels with Lorca’s New York poetry, as much for their 
thematic focus on social problems of New York society, as well as for their often 
surrealistic poetic imagery. García de la Concha notes: “Al igual que ocurre en Poeta en 
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Nueva York o en Tierra y luna, en Drop a Star las imágenes no se estructuran con lógica 
racional pero se insertan en una constelación de lógica poética [….]” (39) This tendency 
was not isolated to Lorca or Felipe, but rather, as de la Concha points out, was part of a 
larger context of Spanish prewar poetry.134  
 Drop a Star: Poema en tres cantos, un prólogo y un epílogo is a thin volume of 
less than twenty pages, and comparisons can be made to Poeta en Nueva York starting 
from Felipe´s introduction to the work. Although critics have pointed to the influence of 
surrealism, as previously mentioned, Felipe denies that this is a surrealist poem, similar to 
Lorca´s own assessment of Poeta en Nueva York.135 Felipe writes in the introduction: 
“No es un poema surrealista ni criptográfico. Aquí no hay clave. Hay, sí, un esfuerzo 
sostenido por ordenar mi mundo poemático.” (173) In addition to Lorca’s similar 
rejection of any type of dogmatic adherence to surrealism, Felipe’s words cannot help but 
remind the reader of Lorca’s existential questioning from “Nueva York: Oficina y 
denuncia”: ¿Qué voy a hacer, ordenar los paisajes?” (282, Vol. 2) More lyrical than 
Felipe’s description of his work, Lorca rhetorically asks in his poem how to express the 
                                                          
134 “Llegaba puntual, y hasta un poco adelantado, a la tendencia que, desde comienzos de los años 
treinta, venía advirtiéndose por doquier en la poesía española. Se reaccionaba contra la poesía pura y la 
deshumanización del arte. A la ascensión de la marea surrealista de los poetas españoles afluían en 
catarata dos potentes voces hispanoamericanas, la de César Vallejo, que ya en 1926, con Juan Larrea, 
había reclamado, en el primer número de Favorables París Poema, una voz poética subversiva, y la de 
Pablo Neruda, cuyo Residencia en la tierra iba a subvertir de hecho la poética de muchos creadores 
españoles de aquéllos años.” (de la Concha 43-44) 
 
135 In a 1928 letter to Sebastián Gasch, Lorca uses similar language to refer to his post Romancero gitano 
poetry: “Responden a mi nueva manera espiritualista, emoción pura descarnada, desligada del control 
lógico, pero, ¡ojo!, ¡ojo!, con una tremenda lógica poética. No es surrealismo, ¡ojo!, la conciencia más 
clara los ilumina” (1035; vol. 7) 
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tremendous suffering to which he bears witness. Coincidentally, in Felipe’s first poem 
from Drop a Star, “Un perro negro duerme sobre la luz” Felipe uses a similar rhetorical 
question to emphasize his negative representation of New York: “Yo no ahueco la voz 
para asustaros. / –¿Voy a vestir de luto las tinieblas?–” (177) Here, Felipe questions 
whether it is useful to exagerate New York’s negative depiction. This author, more so 
than in the case of Lorca, prefers a simple and straightforward representation of his poetic 
reality: “No busco el verbo raro / ni la palabra extraña…”. (Felipe 173)  
 Both poets invoke those who are typically denied a place at the table of society’s 
economic abundance. Lorca writes:  
 La otra mitad me escucha 
 devorando, orinando, volando en su pureza 
 como los niños de las porterías  
 que llevan frágiles palitos 
 a los huecos donde se oxidan 
 las antenas de los insectos. 
 No es el infierno, es la calle. 
 No es la muerte. Es la tienda de frutas. 
 Hay un mundo de ríos quebrados y distancias inasibles 
 en la patita de ese gato quebrada por un automóvil, (282, Vol.2) 
 
In this passage we see the sympathies expressed throughought Poeta en Nueva York, as 
the poetic persona consistently aligns his position with “the least of these”. (Matthew 25: 
40) Lorca’s denunciation of these unjust social conditions is later resolved by the 
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sacrificial offering of the poetic persona for the good of all humanity. A similar tone may 
be heard in Felipe: 
 Yo no soy nadie. Y, no obstante estas manos, 
 mis antenas de hormiga, han ayudado  
a clavar la lanza en el costado del mundo 
[…] 
Y digo secamente. 
  Registrad este hecho: 
a aquel hombre sin piernas, del carrito, 
que cruzaba una noche Wall Street, 
remando en las baldosas con unos palitroques 
bajo el silencio de los rascacielos solitarios, (178-179) 
 
In each example, both poets compare our corporeal extremities with insect antennas, 
highlighting perhaps the fragility of life. Felipe, in spite of his denunciation of injustice, 
points out the shared humanity of those who would torture and kill Christ.136 
 The most striking similarity between these two passages from Lorca and Felipe 
seems to be their blunt assessments of the suffering inflicted by the city. Lorca writes, 
“No es el infierno, es la calle. / No es la muerte. Es la tienda de frutas.” (205) One would 
                                                          
136 Perhaps unsurprisingly, these are all sentiments echoed in Whitman’s poetry, specifically “Song of 
Myself” where we can read “Whoever degrades another degrades me, / And whatever is done or said 
returns at last to me.” (46) Beyond just empathizing with those who suffer, in Whitman we see his 
absorptive powers to truly embody their suffering: “Agonies are one of my changes of garments, / I do not 
ask the wounded person how he feels, I myself become the wounded person,”. (58) These lines, from 
section 33 of Leaves of Grass, are further glossed by Felipe in Ganarás la luz, 1943, in the chapter, “¿Y si 




be hard pressed to find a more economical way to voice the condemnation experienced 
by the urban dwellers of New York. The juxtaposition “infierno/calle” and 
“muerte/frutas” make clear that even the most banal actions in the city are inundated with 
misery. This infinite suffering is finally expressed in the tiny broken leg of a cat, a 
synecdoche for the anguish brought on by an unsympathetic, industrial society. Felipe’s 
example tellingly also focuses on the dehumanization of limited mobility, this time 
through the description of a legless man crossing Wall Street at night, under silent and 
solitary skyscrapers, pushing himself along with the help of two sticks and what must be 
some type of wheel chair, reminding the poet of a raft. The struggles of a disabled person 
in New York for Felipe becomes the romantic struggle of some solitary mariner, 
searching for basic human dignity amidst an indifferent landscape.137   
 Though both Felipe and Lorca were clearly influenced by their readings of Walt 
Whitman (and Felipe’s interpretation and translation of Whitman seems to have 
definitely had an impact on Lorca) the question as to whether Lorca’s poetry had a 
greater pull on Felipe’s Drop a Star, or Felipe’s writing would color Lorca’s Poeta en 
Nueva York, seems ultimately an impossible question to answer. Since Felipe was fifteen 
years Lorca’s senior, familiar with life in the United States (having taught at Cornell), 
and responsible for introducing Lorca to the work of Whitman, it is tempting to imagine 
him in the role of teacher to the younger Andalusian. Then again, both men were 
accomplished poets by 1929, and Lorca had already found more success and renown than 
                                                          
137 Lorca seems to expand on this image in his poem, writing “Tierra tú mismo que nadas por los números 
de la oficina.” (205) 
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Felipe. Despite the similarities in theme and language that we have noted, both men were 
in fact very different poets; Lorca’s almost infinite creativity and reinvention are distinct 
from Felipe’s constancy of voice, and the seriousness of his own poetic vision. Rather 
than one exerting a greater influence over the other, it would seem more productive to 
envision both poets sharing the same creative space and, inspired by Whitman, providing 
their own voice to the silences left by a city devoid of Whitan’s faith in “The greatness of 
Love and Democracy, and the greatness of Religion.” (Whitman 20) 
 In Lorca’s poem, “Nueva York: Oficina y denuncia”, the poetic persona 
ultimately rejects the possibility of a sublime recreation of the city, and instead – with a 
prophetic voice – denounces the society responsible for such suffering, and, echoing 
Christ, offers his body as sacrament to those otherwise destroyed by an inhuman 
landscape: “No, no; yo denuncio. / […] / y me ofrezco a ser comido por las vacas 
estrujadas”.138 (205) This is a prophetic voice that is also developed by Whitman, as well 
as by Felipe, and all three poets shared this oracular projection in their poetry. As Juan 
Frau points out, “La idea de que el poeta comparte la esencia del profeta es varias veces 
milenaria; ya en latín la palabra vate sirve para designar a ambos: al poeta inspirado por 
los dioses y al hombre oracular que vaticina.” (241) 
                                                          
138 Tellingly, in the manuscript of this poem, the words “vacas estrujadas” were originally “campesino 
español,” (“Y me ofrezco a ser comido por los campesinos españoles” El cultural July 7, 2011, Internet) 




 Although racism139 and, especially important for a discussion on Whitman, 
homosexuality,140 are among the themes explored by Lorca, he makes clear the centrality 
of economic preoccupations in Poeta en Nueva York, highlighted in his lecture141 on the 
work: 
Y, sin embargo, lo verdaderamente salvaje y frenético de Nueva York, no 
es Harlem. Hay vaho humano y gritos infantiles y hay hogares y hay hierbas y 
dolor que tiene consuelo y herida que tiene dulce vendaje. 
Lo impresionante por frío y por cruel es Wall Street. Llega el oro en ríos 
de todas partes de la tierra y la muerte llega con él. En ningún sitio del mundo se 
siente como allí la ausencia total del espíritu: manadas de hombres que no pueden 
pasar del tres y manadas de hombres que no pueden pasar del seis, desprecio de la 
ciencia pura y valor demoníaco del presente. Y lo terrible es que toda la multitud 
que lo llena cree que el mundo será siempre igual, y que su deber consiste en 
mover aquella gran máquina día y noche y siempre [….]  
Yo tuve la suerte de ver por mis ojos el último “crack” en que se perdieron 
varios billones de dólares, un verdadero tumulto de dinero muerto que se 
precipitaba al mar, y jamás, entre varios suicidas, gentes histéricas y grupos 
                                                          
139 “Norma y paraíso de los negros” and “El rey de Harlem” 
 
140 “Oda a Walt Whitman” 
 
141 Christopher Maurer notes: “La conferencia fue pronunciada en diversas ciudades y ocasiones entre 




desmayados, he sentido la impresión de la muerte real, la muerte sin esperanza, la 
muerte que es podredumbre y nada más, como en aquel instante, porque era un 
espectáculo terrible pero sin grandeza. (348, Vol. 6) 
The quote is long, but it serves to highlight the chasm that Lorca perceived between the 
oppressed masses (the people of Harlem, who, despite suffering racism, still retain their 
humanity, symbolized by the cries of children, and perhaps in a nod to Whitman, growing 
grass142) and those he calls in “Oda a Walt Whitman” “los blancos del oro.” (222) 
Tellingly, in the manuscript of this text, published by Mario Hernández, the first version 
of this poem reads “el oro de Park Avenue.” (191) Only during its revision would Lorca 
edit this line, fashioning a more universal statement. The hopelessness of the economic 
speculation that lead to the stock market crash of 1929 is reinforced by Lorca’s 
description of the bankers as near automatons, mindlessly moving the machinery of 
finance “día y noche y siempre”. Finally, Lorca comments on the tremendous losses of 
the economic collapse, writing, as we saw: “billones de dólares, un verdadero tumulto de 
dinero muerto que se precipitaba al mar” (348) and connecting this observation to an all-
pervading sense of hopeless, yet laconic, death; “la muerte sin esperanza […] espectáculo 
terrible pero sin grandeza.” (348) The senselessness of life in New York City, based 
largely on economic conditions of exploitation, is a crisis Lorca visits again and again in 
Poeta en Nueva York. 
                                                          
142 “Growing among black folks as among white” (Whitman 30) 
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 León Felipe’s Drop a Star (1933) focuses as well on New York City, and 
economic disparities. Felipe writes in his prologue: 
Drop a Star significa dejad caer una Estrella, echad una Estrella, y aquí 
tiene un sentido metafórico que arranca de la expresión “Drop a coin” (dejad caer 
una moneda, echad una moneda), con que nos advierten en Norteamérica esas 
máquinas de ranura (slot machines) antes de hacerlas funcionar. (173)   
The title of this work therefore metaphorically connects the failures of a dehumanizing 
economic system with a denunciation of the spiritual emptiness of the city; whose only 
hope is a future realignment of material and psychological needs. Felipe’s short book, 
much like Lorca’s Poeta en Nueva York, denounces social injustice in a prophetic voice 
that clearly flows from their common source: the poetry of Walt Whitman. 
The first poem of Drop a Star, “Un perro negro duerme sobre la luz,” especially 
seems to share similarities with some of Lorca’s New York poetry. The title refers to “el 
perro negro de la injusticia humana!”, (175) and in addition to the theme of social 
injustice, there are lexical choices reminiscent of Poeta en Nueva York. Felipe writes for 
example:  
 contra el cóncavo barro de este cántaro hueco,  
 nuestra voz negra que golpea vencida 
 en la panza oscura del mundo, 
 en el vientre ceniciento de todos los horizontes apagados, (175) 
 
Lorca, in “Oda a Walt Whitman” writes: 
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 Pero tú no buscabas los ojos arañados, 
 ni el pantano oscurísimo donde sumergen a los niños, 
 ni la saliva helada, 
 ni las curvas heridas como panza de sapo (298) 
 
Felipe’s metaphor comparing the inside of a concave pitcher to the dark belly of 
the world, and the ashen horizon, strikes a common chord with Lorca’s image of “las 
curvas heridas como panza de sapo”. These parallels, furthermore, are found in Lorca’s 
poem about Walt Whitman, the meeting place of both poets during 1929-1930. Lorca’s 
poem also describes Whitman’s voice as “una columna de ceniza,” again sharing a 
semantic correspondence (“vientre ceniciento”) with Felipe’s poem. Later, in “Un perro 
negro duerme sobre la luz,” we find the line “el sapo negro que saltó de la primera charca 
del mundo” (179) again echoing Lorca’s “sapo”, as well as similarities between Felipe’s 
“chacra” and Lorca’s “pantano.” In the third poem of Felipe’s book, “Segundo 
nacimiento (Heroísmo)” we read another similar line: “Habrá dolor de ojos azotados / por 
látigos de luces” (184) recalling Lorca’s “ojos arañados.” (“Oda a Walt Whitman” 298) 
In each case, the eyes described by the poets are seemingly damaged by light; as a 
contrast to Whitman’s ideal vision, in the case of Lorca, and by the eventual illumination 
of the world promised by the second coming of a messiah, in the case of Felipe. Later in 
this same poem, Felipe writes: 
 Entonces 
 podrás mandar cortar mi cabeza, Señor. 
 Tendrás, al fin, una cosecha espléndida 
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 de manzanas sin gusano,  
 oro encendido 
 para nuevas constelaciones… (187) 
The words speak of sacrifice and the prophetic affiliation of the poetic voice. The 
offering of his own severed head, similar to the biblical John the Baptist,143 ushers in a 
new era of abundance, as symbolized by fruit without rot (“manzanas sin gusano”),144 
representing economic well-being (“oro encendido”) under a new, spiritual, social order 
(“nuevas constelaciones”). This metaphoric connection between the severed head of a 
prophet and the cultivation of apples is also seen in Lorca’s “Oda a Walt Whitman”:  
 ¡También ése! ¡También! Dedos teñidos 
apuntan a la orilla de tu sueño 
cuando el amigo come tu manzana 
con un leve sabor de gasolina 
y el sol canta por los ombligos 
de los muchachos que juegan bajo los puentes. (221) 
 
This fragment from Lorca’s poem, when viewed through the prism of Felipe’s example, 
clearly identifies Whitman with the biblical, prophetic tradition. Instead of announcing 
abundance, however, Lorca’s apple has a slight taste of gasoline, alluding to the 
industrial, polluted condition of contemporary New York City. Additionally, there is an 
allusion to Whitman’s homosexuality,145 a characteristic he shared with Lorca and that 
                                                          
143 Mark 6: 14-29 
144 Felipe explores this theme further in the section from Ganarás la luz, “Las tres manzanas podridas” 
(224-225): “Si hay una manzana sin gusanos en el mundo, no está detrás de mí mismo sino delante.” (224) 
145 Angel Sahuquillo summarizes the criticism addressing the homosexual affiliation of Lorca and 
Whitman: 
The affinities between Lorca and Whitman have been pointed out in several works. 
Roger Bordier prefers not to speak about certain “tastes” which, according to him, have been 
“lent” to Whitman and Lorca. Laubenthal, to the contrary, mentions both poets’ homosexuality, 
and does not condemn Schonberg’s studies, although the latter perhaps was excessively frank in 
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must have called the attention of the newly arrived Spaniard in America.146 The “friend” 
that eats Whitman’s apple could be none other than Whitman’s partner from “As I Lay 
My Head in Your Lap Camerado” (271). This allusion to homosexual love is further 
highlighted by the homoerotic images of Lorca’s poem; the focus on the waist of the 
young men who play in the river below the city’s bridges. In section 11 of “Song of 
Myself” we find a strikingly similar passage: 
 Twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore, 
 Twenty-eight young men and all so friendly; 
   […] 
 The beards of the young men glisten’d with wet, it ran from 
  their long hair, 
 Little streams pass’d all over their bodies. 
 
 An unseen hand also pass’d over their bodies, 
 It descended tremblingly from their temples and ribs. 
 
 The young men float on their backs, their white bellies bulge  
  to the sun, they do not ask who seizes fast to them,  
They do not know who puffs and declines with pendant and  
 bending arch, 
They do not think whom they souse with spray. (34)147 
                                                          
dealing with the theme of homosexuality in Lorca’s poetry. In his thesis, Laubenthal presents PNY 
and Leaves of Grass as psychological journeys by their respective authors. He states that by 
examining the libidinous nature of artistic power, one can see the homosexual elements in 
Lorca’s and Whitman’s poetry in perspective. 
In “The Butterflies in Walt Whitman’s Beard: Lorca’s Naming of Whitman,” Gari 
Laguardia deals with, above all, the homosexual symbolism of butterflies: “the phonetic 
relationship between mariposa and marica. This phonetic association in Spanish also carries over 
into the conceptual sphere, that is, a person categorized as a mariposa frequently connotes a 
marica.” (47) 
146 Lorca is the first poet to acknowledge Whitman’s homosexuality in a major poetical work. María 
Cristina Mabrey writes: “[I]n 1929 […] Federico García Lorca, upon coming in contact with Leaves of Grass, 
astounded many Hispanic writers and critics by writing a homoerotic poem, “Ode to Walt Whitman,” and 
so dispelled mythical and idealistic portraits of the American poet. His reading and understanding of 
Whitman predates admiration by gay poets such as Allen Ginsberg.” (84) 
147 Felipe’s translation of this section reads: 




Whitman’s bathers remind us of Lorca’s poem, and the cinematic focus of the sun 
playing off the men’s stomachs is strikingly similar.  
 The next stanza of Felipe’s poem, “Segundo nacimiento (Heroísmo)”, highlights 
the theme of the divine’s restoration of our own human decency:  
Entonces, entonces  
podrás hacer que nazcan las estrellas 
bajo el signo de los hombres, 
Señor… (187) 
 
These words serve as a good example of the prophetic nature of Felipe’s poetry. It is a 
voice that is expressed over and over again throughout his poetic corpus, and is 
developed as well in his book Canto a mí mismo de Walt Whitman: Prólogo y paráfrasis 
de León Felipe (1941). This book, a complete translation of Whitman’s “Song of Myself” 
as well as nine poems by Felipe as a prologue, was a central concern of Felipe’s 
throughout the decade of the 1930s.  
                                                          
 Veintiocho mocetones, en cordial camaradería, se bañan en 
  el río. 
   […] 
 Brilla el agua en las barbas mojadas de los hombres, 
 corre por los cabellos largos 
 y como pequeños arroyos 
 pasa acariciando los cuerpos. 
 Una mano invisible pasa también acariciando temblorosa las 
  sienes y los lomos. 
 Los muchachos flotan boca arriba con el vientre blanco 
  combado bajo el sol, 
 sin saber quién los abraza y los aprieta, 
 quién resopla y se inclina sobre ellos, 
 suspensa y encorvada como un arco, 
 ni a quién salpican al golpear el agua con los brazos. (1135) 
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 Whitman, like Felipe, believes that the future of humankind lies in our own 
prophetic awakening. Spurred by the voices of the poets, the true revolutionary action 
will be our own acknowledgement of humanity’s innate divinity. As Felipe writes: “Hay 
la grande y eterna revolución y las pequeñas revoluciones”. (216) And Whitman: 
 To thee old cause! 
 Thou peerless, passionate, good cause, 
 Thou stern, remorseless, sweet idea, 
 Deathless throughout the ages, races, lands, 
 After a strange sad war, great war for thee, 
 (I think all war through time was really fought, and ever will  
  be really fought, for thee,) 
   […] 
 Thou orb of many orbs! 
   […] 
 Around the idea of the war revolving, 
   […] 
 These recitatives for thee, – my book and the war are one, 
   […] 
 As a wheel on its axis turns, this book unwitting to itself, 
 Around the idea of thee. (6) 
 
In this poem Whitman revealingly avoids defining his subject. The “old cause” of which 
he writes revolves around the revolutionary struggle for social justice, as made clear by 
Whitman’s allusions to the U.S. Civil War. This bloody conflict, however, serves only to 
advance a more primordial cause of humanity; just like Whitman’s prophetic voice in his 
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poetry. And as with Felipe, the revolutionary conflict that was the U.S. Civil War serves 
the greater good of improving the lives of all humankind.148 Whitman makes the bold 
claim that all wars have indeed been fought, in the end, as a rebellion against society’s 
injustices, and for the betterment of humanity. These small revolutions are carried out 
unknowingly for the greater good, and in fact Whitman claims that his own prophetic 
voice cannot be separated from the struggles of all, as each bend finally and 
“unwittingly” to the greater good embodied by the infinite, “deathless” accretion of 
Whitman’s “old cause.”     
 This confluence of themes between the poetry of Walt Whitman, León Felipe, and 
Federico García Lorca, is centered specifically on each poet’s utterance of a prophetic 
voice that calls for societal change, but there is one critical difference. New York City’s 
socioeconomic structure was, like today, a system that exploited and dehumanized the 
majority for the benefit of the few. For Lorca and Felipe, this was drastically highlighted 
in the stock market crash of 1929. Theirs is a poetry that criticizes and dismantles, 
whereas Whitman tends to energize and offer the possibility of a new reality. Confronted 
by the horror and devastation of Civil War, Whitman announces the possibility of a new 
social order based on love. In his poem, “Over the Carnage rose Prophetic a Voice,”  
there is no political adhesion that can match a sacrifice made out of love. In contrast to 
both Felipe and Lorca, he offers the hope that only through love our shared human cause 
                                                          
148 Felipe expresses a similar sentiment in Ganarás la luz (1943): “Dios no es más que un vendedor, / un 
vendedor de esclavas, / y la luz, una esclava…” (449) Two pages later he adds: “¡por <<la causa de la 
Esclava>> murieron!” (451) 
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will become invincible. In Lorca, we find a sentiment almost diametrically opposed to 
Whitman’s belief in the unifying power of adhesiveness. In “So Long!” the last poem of 
Leaves of Grass, we read:  
I announce justice triumphant, 
I announce uncompromising liberty and equality, 
  […] 
I announce adhesiveness, I say it shall be limitless, unloosen’d,  
[…] 
I announce a life that shall be copious, vehement, spiritual, bold, (423) 
 
This is a wonderful example of Whitman’s prophetic imagination announcing the 
possibility of a new future, based on the democratic ideals of freedom, justice, and 
equality. It is a new way of life that will only be possible, according to Whitman, when 
people are able to simply love each other. 
 In the face of the economic catastrophe of 1929, this idealism had been shaken to 
its core. It is no surprise, then, that we read in Lorca the defiant anger of: “Os escupo en 
la cara.” (205) This tremendous difference between the voices of both poets can be 
considered through Walter Brueggemann’s distinctions of the prophetic imagination: 
The alternative consciousness to be nurtured, on the one hand, serves to 
criticize in dismantling the dominant consciousness […] [E]ngage in a rejection 
and delegitimizing of the present order of things. On the other hand, that 
alternative consciousness to be nurtured serves to energize persons and 
communities by its promise of another time and situation […] [T]o live in the 
fervent anticipation of […] newness [….] (3)    
In this dichotomy of energizing hope and critical dismantling, Whitman’s poetry solidly 
occupies the former space while Felipe and Lorca give voice to the latter. According to 
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Brueggemann: “Speech about hope cannot be explanatory and scientifically 
argumentative; rather, it must be lyrical in the sense that it touches the hopeless person at 
many different points.” (65) Whitman’s all-encompassing optimism would certainly meet 
this definition. In regards to critical dismantling, Brueggemann writes that we must reject 
“crossless good news and a future well-being without a present anguish.” (44) That is to 
say, without the sacrificial nature of suffering, there is no way to change our present 
reality. He continues, explaining the task of the prophet: 
To bring to public expression those very fears and terrors that have been 
denied so long and suppressed so deeply that we do not know they are there. The 
public expression of fear and terror, of course, requires not analytic speech and 
not the language of coercion but the language of metaphor, so that the expression 
can be touched at many points by different people. Thus the prophet must speak 
evocatively to bring the community the fear and the pain that individual persons 
want so desperately to share and to own but are not permitted to do so. (45)   
The prophetic poetry of Lorca’s Poeta en Nueva York thus offered a new kind of poetic 
language, and a new type of metaphor that would give voice to a critical expression of 
fear and terror. 
 León Felipe invokes this same need for a critical dismantling through poetry. The 
paradoxical question remains, to whom should this criticism be directed. As he says in 
“Segundo nacimiento (Heroísmo),” from Drop a Star: 
  ¿Contra quién ese grito? 




estrellas dictadoras nos gobiernan. (184) 
 
This rhetorical question directed at the stars, the gods, and our foundational human 
mythology is commented on later by Felipe in El payaso de las bofetadas y pescador de 
caña (1938): 
Las revoluciones se hacen y se seguirán haciendo en la historia contra 
todos los tramposos: no sólo contra el capitalista, el señorito y el mercader, como 
quieren algunos, sino contra el historiador tramposo, contra el arzobispo tramposo 
y contra el líder tramposo también. Las revoluciones se hacen para restaurar la 
justicia y para colocar a cada hombre en su lugar. No se hacen tan sólo para 
resolver un problema de desigualdad  económica y social, sino para resolver el 
gran problema del hombre. Y no se hacen solamente contra las dictaduras 
humanas, sino contra la dictadura de las estrellas también.  
  Estrellas, estrellas dictadoras nos gobiernan. (216) 
Revolutions are undertaken not just to solve our human, political, economic and social 
conflict, but to rebel against our own destiny as suffering human beings. As in Whitman’s 
poem, “To Thee Old Cause”, the whole of human struggle can be seen as directed against 
those forces that would attempt to injure our dignity as human beings. The prophetic 
criticism of the poet is directed toward any artist who would trick us, a “tramposo” that 




Lorca’s rejection of a mimetic visual aesthetic in favor of a prophetic, revolutionary 
poetry 
Whitman writes: “I announce the justification of candor and the justification of 
pride”. (422) We see the appreciation of candor as a motif in Leaves of Grass, and the 
poet returns again and again to what he believes to be an unadorned description of his 
reality, without ornamentation; expressing our human life and no more. In his poem, “Of 
the Terrible Doubt of Appearances” he questions the possibility of giving visual 
expression to the mutable material world: 
Of the terrible doubt of appearances, 
Of the uncertainty after all, that we may be deluded, 
That may-be reliance and hope are but speculations after all, 
That may-be identity beyond the grave is a beautiful fable only, 
May-be the things I perceive, the animals, plants, men, hills, 
 shining and flowing waters, 
The skies of the day and night, colors, densities, forms, may-be 
 these are (as doubtless they are) only apparitions, and the  
 real something has yet to be known, (103)  
 
This questioning of visual reality comes up again as a central preoccupation in his poem 
“Eidólons”:149  
  I met a seer, 
                                                          
149Whitman wrote in his MS “Notebook on Words”, as quoted from Michael Moon: “Ei-do-lon (Gr) 
phantom – the image of a Helen at Troy instead of real flesh and blood woman.” (6) 
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 Passing the hues and objects of the world, 
 The fields of art and learning, pleasure, sense, 
  To glean eidólons. (6) 
 
Here, eidólons come to represent not only the object represented, but its symbolic value 
as well. This, for Whitman, was the highest level of appreciation, a gaze that penetrated 
superficial reality to get at the true value of life: 
  The prophet and the bard, 
 Shall yet maintain themselves, in higher stages yet, 
 Shall meditate to the modern, to Democracy, interpret yet to them, 
  God and eidólons. (8)  
 
The modernist period of the late 19th and early 20th centuries brought with it an 
emphasis on a visual aesthetic, and the privileging of this sense highlights the prevalent 
socio-historical factors of the time; namely, the ever-quickening pace of industrial 
capitalism, and the increasing importance of the urban metropolis.150 From Rubén 
Darío’s Azul… through Vicente Huidobro’s creationism and its search for the pure image, 
Spanish avant-garde poetry had been a medium that privileged the visual aesthetic.151 By 
bearing witness to an inhuman, superficial landscape, Lorca’s poetic self of Poeta en 
Nueva York searches for a new lyric expression capable of cutting into this reality, a 
prophetic voice for an alternate relationship with modernity. This book is literally a 
“lucha cuerpo a cuerpo” (344, Vol. 6) according to its author; a bodily struggle for a 
newly profound poetic expression. Therefore, it is not enough that he merely describe the 
                                                          
150 Marshall Berman has studied in detail the effects of this process, giving special emphasis to the phrase 
from Marx’s Communist Manifesto: “All that is solid melts into air, all that is holy is profaned, and men at 
last are forced to face with sober senses the real conditions of their lives and their relations with their 
fellow men” (338).   
151 See García de la Concha, León Felipe: Itinerario poético, pp. 18-36. 
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visual landscape before him, (“¿qué voy a hacer, ordenar los paísajes?” (205)) but rather 
must find a way to express the dynamic interaction of the poet with the city. In this 
irrational, dehumanizing world, mimetic representation gives way to an abstract, 
fragmented, interpretation of the human condition.          
 This was undoubtedly the case for New York city during the time of Lorca’s stay, 
and these tremendous personal and political crises elicited in turn a crisis of poetic 
language.152 He writes in his Conference-Recital to Poeta en Nueva York, “La impresión 
de que aquel inmenso mundo no tiene raíz, os capta a los pocos días de llegar” (345; vol. 
6). One of the author’s first impressions of the city is its sundering from the natural 
world, literally without a root that would connect it to the rhythms of life. 
In a 1928 letter to Sebastián Gasch, Lorca describes his post Romancero gitano 
poetry: “Responden a mi nueva manera espiritualista, emoción pura descarnada, 
desligada del control lógico, pero, ¡ojo!, ¡ojo!, con una tremenda lógica poética. No es 
surrealismo, ¡ojo!, la conciencia más clara los ilumina” (1035; vol. 7). According to this 
characterization, Lorca’s new poetry is both spiritual and paradoxically unattached from a 
logical control (reflecting surrealism’s prioritizing of the subconscious), while at the 
same time maintaining a poetic logic (reflecting the creative will of the artist). This 
seeming contradiction speaks to the author’s transcendence of the “dehumanization” 
Ortega had posited, the break with superficial forms toward a fuller, more socially 
compromised poetry. In another letter from 1928, Lorca writes: “Ahora tengo una poesía 
                                                          
152 See Geist, “Las mariposas en la barba,” (452) 
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de abrirse las venas [….]” (1029; vol. 7), a poetry to open up his veins. Besides being a 
somewhat grotesque and romantic image of the artist who suffers, completely dedicated 
to his work, it also describes a poetry which goes below surface appearance, delving into 
the marrow of the human condition. Similar images are described in two other of Lorca’s 
New York works. The 1930 drama El público presents a conflict between a nude and a 
harlequin costume, and echoes the language of Lorca’s earlier letter: “Tendré que darme 
un tiro para inaugurar el verdadero teatro, el teatro bajo la arena.” (Publico 123) In his 
screenplay “Viaje a la luna” Lorca contrasts an anatomical man, who visibly wears his 
circulatory system, in contrast to a harlequin costume. In both of these examples we can 
perceive the struggle that had come to occupy Lorca during the writing of Poeta en 
Nueva York. Namely, which aspect of the city to represent, geometría or angustia, 
suffering or its symbol. His choice seems clear, and even if we only make it as far as the 
book’s title, the author’s emphasis on the human condition, and not the artificial nature of 
the city, shows itself to be the focus of the work.  
In his Conference-Recital, Lorca notes that “[l]os dos elementos que el viajero 
capta en la gran ciudad son: arquitectura extrahumana y ritmo furioso. Geometría y 
angustia” (344; vol. 6). It is significant that Lorca contrasts these dual elements of the 
city, the artificial and the human, material space and the life that inhabits it, and chooses 
to give poetic expression to the latter. “No os voy a decir lo que es Nueva York por 
fuera” (344; vol. 6). Instead of celebrating the height of the skyscrapers, as Marinetti’s 
futurists might have done, he decides to sound the depths of the streets, joining shoulder 
to shoulder with the fluid masses of humanity. He continues in his Conference-Recital: 
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“Pero hay que salir a la ciudad y hay que vencerla, no se puede uno entregar a las 
reacciones líricas sin haberse rozado con las personas de las avenidas y con la baraja de 
hombres de todo el mundo” (345; vol. 6).   
 In an interview from 1931, Lorca describes his view of New York in very 
succinct terms: “Un símbolo patético: Sufrimiento” (505; vol. 6). By characterizing the 
city as literally a pathetic symbol of suffering, the author’s solidarity with the human side 
of modernity is once again highlighted. García-Posada calls attention to Lorca’s newly 
spiritual verse of Poeta en Nueva York by contrasting it to his poetic style in Romancero 
gitano. “Este espiritualismo representa la superación del conflicto entre realidad cotidiana 
y realidad objetiva, que tanto lo había preocupado en los años del fervor gongorino” 
(García-Posada 651). This recalls Whitman’s poem, “When I Read the Book,” which 
reads in part: “When I read the book, the biography famous, / And is this then (said I) 
what the author calls a man’s life?” (205) Poeta en Nueva York should read as the 
author’s attempt to penetrate the depths of the human experience, the suffering beyond 
what is visibly apparent. 
 Spanish avant-garde poetry is traditionally considered a style that privileges the 
visual above all other sensory perceptions. García de la Concha writes:  
Como es bien sabido, el ojo constituyó la célula básica de la imaginería 
surrealista […] [C]uando Buñuel escogió como primera escena de Un perro 
andaluz la del  seccionamiento del ojo, estaba buscando algo más que asustar a los 
espectadores encerrados en una sala oscura. La intersección entre la percepción y 
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la representación cabe situarla figurativamente en el ojo y, por ello, su mutilación 
equivale, epistemológicamente, a la destrucción de las fronteras entre el interior 
del sujeto y lo  exterior a él, con lo que, al tiempo que el hombre queda invadido 
por las cosas, avanza él hacia ellas y termina por cosificarse. (38-39) 
It is perhaps no surprise than that Spanish avant-garde poetry has been compared to film 
for its emphasis on the visual image. Guillermo de Torre wrote in 1925 that: “[S]iendo la 
poesía de vanguardia una poesía de imágenes y de metáforas que rehúye el realismo 
fotográfico, se halle tan cerca del cinema puro, del cinema moderno y confluyan ambos 
en el mismo vértice” (de Torre 327). De Torre calls attention to the double movement of 
avant-garde’s use of the visual metaphor; the juxtaposition of two images to create a new 
thought, not dissimilar to cinema’s use of montage, and the rejection of mimetic 
representation. This description could be applied not only to many of the poems of Poeta 
en Nueva York, but also to those of the earlier Romancero gitano. Whereas the focus of 
the latter is a poetic description of Andalusia, the former is far too abstract to mimetically 
represent any type of referential scene. Rather, it explores the human condition which 
cannot be visually represented. Thus, the juxtaposition of images in Romancero gitano 
creates a poetic “illustration,” wherein Poeta en Nueva York points toward a void where 
language fails to provide any rational meaning.153   
                                                          
153 In an early and unabashedly positive review of Romancero gitano (Revista de estudios hispánicos, abril-
junio 1929) León Felipe highlights the quality of Lorca’s visual poetics: “Las cosas y el paisaje adquieren 
calidades ingrávidas y cristalinas, y los gestos más agrios de la vida no son más que curvas y arabescos 
decorativos [….]” (195). Felipe remarks that this work lacks pathos due to Lorca’s childlike spirit (194), but 
even so it leaves the reader with a sense of wonder: “Todos con los ojos redondos de asombro siguen el 
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In his 1926 conference, “La imagen poética de Don Luís de Góngora,” written at 
least in part to celebrate the 300th anniversary celebration of this poet, Lorca had 
explained: “Un poeta tiene que ser profesor en los cinco sentidos corporales. Los cinco 
sentidos corporales en este orden: vista, tacto, oído, olfato, y gusto” (241; vol. 6). This 
conference celebrated Góngora as a master of the visual, surface metaphor, and Lorca 
described the role of the poet as that of being a master of the senses. He tellingly situated 
the visual sense in the first place, and it is this aesthetic that we see reflected in 
Romancero gitano, published in 1928. Examples of Lorca’s assimilation of Góngora’s 
lesson abound in Romancero gitano; by way of ilustration I will briefly mention two 
here. The first, from the poem “Reyerta,” reads in part: 
  En la mitad del barranco 
 las navajas de Albacete, 
 bellas de sangre contraria, 
 relucen como los peces. 
 Una dura luz de naipe 
 recorta en el agrio verde 
 caballos enfurecidos 
 y perfiles de jinetes. (230) 
 
The gorge in this poem is divided in two, cut in half by the knives of dueling gypsies. The 
light reflects brilliantly from these knives, calling attention to their hard surfaces. It is the 
                                                          





light in fact that is given the adjective “hard,” taking on this characteristic of the shining 
blades, a transferred epithet, typical of Lorca. The light has the crispness of the edge of a 
playing card as it outlines the furious horses, and the riders only exist in one dimensional 
profiles, their humanity reduced to the present action of this scene.  
 Another poem centered on the visual aesthetic is also perhaps the most famous of 
the book, “Romance sonámbulo.”   
 Verde te quiero verde. 
 Verde viento. Verdes ramas. 
 El barco sobre la mar 
 y el caballo en la montaña. 
 Con la sombra en la cintura, 
 ella sueña en su baranda, 
 verde carne, pelo verde, 
 con ojos de fría plata. 
 Verde que te quiero verde. 
 Bajo la luna gitana, 
 las cosas la están mirando 
 y ella no puede mirarlas. (234) 
 
Insight into this famously difficult poem can be gained by observing the phonetic 
similarities between the Spanish “verde,” and the verb-object combination of “verte,” 
“see you,” (Smith 1) bringing the focus of the poem directly in line with the visual 
aesthetic. The speaker of these words gazes out over the landscape, searching vainly for 
an absent love, but finding only a solitary ship at sea, and a horse on the mountain. The 
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visual obsession of this poem is further shown in the geometric presentation of this 
speaker, cut across the waist by the railing of the balcony as nature looks back on her. 
Finally, she is unable to return this gaze, as her eyes take on the lifeless color of silver, 
similar to the white eyes of a drowned Ophelia. 
 These are demonstrative examples from a book generally focused on visual 
representation, reflecting Lorca’s integration of Góngora’s thirst for “sharp edges” 
(“agudas aristas”); the well-defined visual metaphor. Interestingly Lorca chooses this 
word, “arista,” by which he had previously complimented Góngora’s style,154 to illustrate 
what is lacking in New York. In his conference-recital he writes: “Las aristas suben al 
cielo sin voluntad de nube ni voluntad de gloria […] [É]stas ascienden frías con una 
belleza sin raíces ni ansia final [….]” (345; vol. 6) These sharp edges now reach 
artificially up into the sky, and instead of sketching the limits of the city, reveal the 
inhuman nature of its architecture. The skyscrapers are utilitarian, celebrating nothing, 
seeking no rootedness with nature, and don’t even yearn for a final reconnection with 
humanity. 
 It is this space that Lorca describes in Poeta en Nueva York, and examples 
proliferate of the poet’s resistance to the city’s visual onslaught. In this urban realm, 
disconnected from any organic sense of humanity, the poet must take up a new persona in 
order to give voice to a seemingly meaningless agglomeration of artificial vastness. The 
                                                          
154 Writing near the end of his life, in a poem published posthumously in 1969, “La intrépida metáfora 
demiúrgica,” (915) León Felipe also criticizes Góngora for his failure as a model for socially committed 
poetry of the 20th century. 
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humanity of Romancer gitano drops away in this cityscape which only reflects its 
geometric otherness. As Federico Bonaddio summarizes:   
The meaning of dehumanization in Lorca’s New York Poems transcends 
artistic spaces to evoke the all too literal toll of city life on its inhabitants. The 
metaphorical construction of Romancero Gitano gives way to the mere evocation 
of forms which, in the alienating context of the city, can mean no more than the 
evocation of fragments, formlessness, anonymity and absence. (148) 
The diminished importance of humanity in New York City is marked by the effacement 
of the mimetic visual referent. It is a circumstance necessitating the loss of self, and it is 
this emptiness which paradoxically allows for the bearing of witness to this new 
metropolitan reality.   
 Darío Villanueva writes that Whitman’s poem, “Eidolons,” “encierra para 
nosotros un especial significado en clave de la nueva sociedad de la comunicación […] 
Se trataba de incorporar a la poesía “las imágenes de hoy”, inspiradas “por la ciencia y lo 
moderno”, pues en ellas está la realidad.” (20) Though Whitman clearly was 
incorporating images of modernity into his poetry, like Lorca in Poeta en Nueva York, the 
theme of “Eidolons” is that there is a deeper reality beyond the image.155 In his 
                                                          
155 Villanueva confuses the word “seer” with “profeta”: “Whitman comienza relatando su encuentro con 
un profeta [….]” Whitman’s poem begins with the line, “I met a seer.” (6) While it is true that later in the 
same poem Whitman comments on the prophetic nature of the poet, this is in contrast to a “fortune 
teller,” as should be clear from the discussion of prophetic poetry in the introduction to this dissertation. 
Eduardo Moga, the most recent translator of Whitman, better reflects Whitman’s message in his 2015 




“Notebook on Words” Whitman writes: “Ei-do-lon… the image of a Helen at Troy 
instead of real flesh and blood woman.” (quoted in Moon 6) Michael Moon adds: “WW 
employs the word as a refrain to express the concept, central in LG, that behind all 
appearance is soul, the ultimate reality, eternal and changeless.” (6) Whitman, much like 
Lorca, investigates how to give poetic expression to a mutable world.156  
From the very first poem of his book, “Vuelta de paseo,” Lorca rejects the 
mimetic image, the sheer scale of his environment rendering moot the possibility of facile 
representation. To introduce this poem, he wrote in his Conference-Recital: “[A]gotado 
por el ritmo de los inmensos letreros luminosos de Times Square, huía en este pequeño 
poema del inmenso ejército de ventanas [….]” (345; vol. 6) The repeated use of the 
adjective “immense” leaves no doubt as to the characteristic of the city that most 
impressed Lorca, and his poetic persona would have to flee from these endlessly 
overwhelming advertisements and army of windows that presses down upon him. These 
are all visual aspects of the city, and the adjective “agotado”, or worn out, refers to the 
poet’s eyes and highlights the impossibility of making sense out of the seemingly infinite 
expanse of New York’s sights. Under such a barrage, Lorca’s poetic persona is killed in 
the first line of the book:  
 Asesinado por el cielo. 
                                                          
156 Whitman explores this theme in other poems, such as “Of the Terrible Doubt of Appearances” or 
“Apparitions”. The latter, in its entirety, reads: 
 A vague mist hanging ‘round half the pages: 
 (Sometimes how strange and clear to the soul, 
 That all these solid things are indeed but apparitions, 
  concepts, non-realities.) (455) 
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 Entre las formas que van hacia la sierpe 
 y las formas que buscan el cristal 
 dejaré crecer mis cabellos. (111) 
 
 Significantly, Poeta en Nueva York begins with the death of the poetic self. As 
Christopher Maurer states: “The central and most dramatic death is that of the poet 
himself; not the author of the book, but the first-person “subject” of the poems: a protean, 
self-conscious figure who has aptly been described as Prometheus, prophet and priest” 
(xxi). Dennis Costa has similarly pointed out the “self-sacrificial” nature of this figure; a 
death necessitated by not only the need to break with Lorca’s earlier poetry, but also to 
enable the lyric persona an otherwise unattainable perspective of the city. In Costa’s 
words: “[D]eath was the necessary starting point for a kind of writing in which true 
difference will not be allowed to be effaced […] [T]he narrator is able to say what he sees 
because he is utterly turned around by his mortal confrontation with what can’t be said” 
(69). Lorca described New York as geometry and anguish, and it is the sheer scale of 
both of these, the physical space of the city and the human suffering it contains, that he 
finds impossible to express through verse. The poet bears witness to both the curved lines 
of the living world and the right-angles of the city’s windows, a metonym for this 
dehumanizing space. Here, the poetic persona takes on the mantle of the prophets, letting 
his hair grow out in a symbol of wisdom that aligns him physically with the figure of 
Christ. At the same time, he is liberated from the confines of poetic representation, and 
free to bear witness to the impossibilities of humanity within the context of modernity.  
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 In a drawing Lorca made during his New York period, Autorretrato en Nueva 
York (1929-1931), there is a figure shielding himself, or perhaps fleeing, from the 
overpowering gaze of the city. Cecelia Cavanaugh has pointed out the similarities 
between Lorca’s drawings and Santiago Ramón y Cajal’s scientific illustrations of the 
microscopic world, but I would like to add that this image also shows the poet amidst an 
inhuman landscape, with many of the windows now replaced by numbers or letters, an 
allusion to the alienating, economic focus of the city. Instead of looking out over the city, 
the view from these windows is blocked by the rationality of the city’s separation from 
nature. One of the skyscrapers is raised off the ground, further emphasizing the city’s 
deracinated nature. In this landscape inhospitable to life, the poet must give expression to 
the invisible, to what is blocked out by the windows and neon lights.  The figure from 
Autorretrato embraces the outlines of fantastical animals, signifying perhaps that it is the 
poet who can offer some comfort to the life victimized by the city’s inhumanity. In the 
bottom left corner we can see what appear to be plants, showing the resilience of the 
natural world creeping up beneath the city’s hard surfaces. Due to similarities between 
this section and another of Lorca’s sketches, “Bosque sexual,” or “Sexual forest,” this 
area could also represent Eros, the subterranean desires of human connectivity that are 
hidden by the city. Finally, the figure at the top of the drawing is composed only of a 
circulatory system, similar to Lorca’s anatomical man previously mentioned, and a kind 
of doppelgänger to Shakespeare’s Juliet, who contemplated love from her balcony. If 
New York is represented by hard surfaces, it is telling that humanity is shown through an 
interior, universal symbol of life: blood. As we have seen in the poem “Reyerta” from 
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Romancero gitano, the blood spilled in a duel symbolizes a violent death. Now, under the 
surface of New York’s visual landscape, it represents the resurgence of life. Thus poetic 
imagery which delves below a superficial aesthetic possibilitates a reconciliation with 
humanity not possible through the visual, superficial metaphor.  
 A poem key to understanding the shunning of the visual, “New York (Oficina y 
denuncia)” echoes this theme of subterranean suffering:  
Debajo de las multiplicaciones 
hay una gota de sangre de pato; 
debajo de las divisiones 
hay una gota de sangre de marinero; 
[…] 
Existen las montañas. Lo sé. 
Y los anteojos de la sabiduría. 
Lo sé. Pero yo no he venido a ver el cielo. 
[…] 
Yo denuncio a toda la gente 
que ignora la otra mitad, 
[…] 
¿Qué voy a hacer, ordenar los paisajes? 
  […] 
 No, no; yo denuncio. 
  […] 




Here, we find traces of suffering below the city’s economy. This single drop of duck’s 
blood gives way to a sailor’s blood, showing the close relationship between humanity’s 
fate and that of the natural world. The poetic self is quickly overcome by the direness of 
this reality, and steps back in the poem to reflect on what exactly is the role of the poet 
when faced with such anguish. Though he knows that there is beauty in the world, and 
that one can choose to focus on the positive, he rejects these options as evading the 
reality of the city. He rhetorically asks himself what can he do, order the landscapes? An 
implicit reference to a landscape painting, pleasantly organized to please the eye, and in 
so doing ignore the invisible humanity that is the secret cost of such an order in the city. 
The lyric persona juxtaposes himself with the figure of Christ and offers his body in a 
sacrificial communion to the forsaken masses. Rather than the mere evocation of a visual 
scene, as in Romancero gitano, the poetic persona here crosses from witness to martyr; an 
impossible act of tremendous solidarity, nonetheless possible within the poetic logic and 
profound humanity of Lorca’s New York poems.     
 Poeta en Nueva York is a difficult work to understand, and perhaps one of the 
causes of this difficulty comes from its paucity of recognizable visual images. Rather 
than a poetry that rests on surface, or mimetic visuality, Lorca searches for other senses 
to communicate suffering, the pathetic symbol of the city. The final three poems of this 
book are not set in New York, but represent instead the leaving behind of the urban 
space. They, however, similarly abandon visual representation, both their form and 
content being centered upon sound and movement, music and dance. The first two form a 
section aptly titled, Huida de Nueva York, “Dos valses hacia la civilización”, (Flight from 
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New York, “Two Waltzes toward Civilization”) and implement the 1-2-3 rhythm of the 
Waltz, demonstrating a harmonious return to what Lorca considered to be a more 
humanized space on the other side of the Atlantic. The final and perhaps most celebratory 
poem of the book, “Son de negros en Cuba,” uses the repeated verse “iré a Santiago” to 
express the percussive rhythms of this typically Cuban musical style, the son. Both 
poems turn the page on the ordered yet inharmonious landscape of New York. Not only 
does Lorca garner a deep sense through the use of sound and movement, he also projects 
this message into the future by the use of this grammatical tense (iré). It is a liberating 
option to the oppressive life of the city, and a deeper connection to a communal 
humanity. The lyric persona thus prophesizes an alternative possibility to New York’s 
dehumanizing urban space, an answer to its hard, geometric surfaces.  
It is the shared poetic temper of Whitman and Lorca that unites these authors 
through a poetry which at once mourns what we have lost, while opening the present to 
the possibility of a new future. Their prophetic voices denounce the injustices of society 
and offer the possibility of a new future: “if the task of prophecy is to empower people to 
engage in history, then it means evoking cries that expect answers, learning to address 
them where they will be taken seriously [….]” (Brueggemann 13) Following this 
rejection of the status quo, the role of “energizing” necessarily follows so as to present 
the possibility of an alternative future: “It is the task of the prophet to bring to expression 
the new realities against the more visible ones of the old order. Energizing is closely 
linked to hope” (Brueggemann 14). This prophetic voice is very similar to that found in 
political poetry an act of “anunciación y denuncia” (Iffland 23):  
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[La poesía política] no sólo cumple esa […] función de denunciar sistemas 
injustos, de desvelar las mistificaciones producidas por sus aparatos ideológicos, 
sino que “anuncia” esa sociedad futura cuya consecución significará la 
eliminación de esos sistemas y la construcción de otros empeñados en la 
liberación del ser humano. (Iffland 24)  
Both Whitman and Lorca respond to the crisis in their own times and lives with 
contemporary public voices that redeem our own human dignity, in a world that might 
seem otherwise abandoned to its own undoing. Lorca’s “Oda a Walt Whitman” ends with 
the absence of the titular poet: “Duerme: no queda nada.” (224) It is an apocalyptic end to 
a City that ignores Whitman’s sacrifice and guiding influence: “con la barba hacia el polo 
y las manos abiertas.” (224) Arms open in representation of the crucified Christ, 
Whitman would guide society to a better future. However, salvation is only possible 
through sacrifice, and Lorca alludes to the inevitable destruction and rebirth of the City 
that has fallen short of Whitman’s example. As Mauer explains:  
La “Oda” lorquiana ve en Whitman – “amante de los cuerpos bajo la 
burda tela”— no a un representante de la libertad sexual, sino a un símbolo de un 
mundo rural utópico, el “reino de la espiga”, cuya poesía puede servir como 
antídoto al materialismo y a la industrialización de Norteamérica. (265) 
Against the “blancos del oro” (224) it is a black child, symbol of pathetic suffering in the 
City, that announces the rebirth of a spiritual humanity. The “espiga”, like the biblical 
body of Christ, symbolizing a rebirth through love, rather than the inhumanity Lorca 
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found in New York. A profound message, Lorca’s Poeta en Nueva York is a revolution of 
poetic language and a prophetic annunciation of what is to come. “Pero se necesitaría una 



















Walt Whitman and César Vallejo Write Civil War 
“En suma, no poseo para expresar mi vida, sino mi / muerte.” (Vallejo, 435) 
 
 César Vallejo’s last book of poetry, España, aparta de mí este cáliz, is a singular 
contribution to 20th century literature. Born from the deepest sense of crisis, both personal 
and public, this book burst forth with what has proven to be a lasting tribute to the 
sacrifice of the Spanish Civil War, and a fundamental contribution to our understanding 
today of the “agonía mundial” (Vallejo 449) that it embodied. In this fraught time César 
Vallejo advocated quite simply for the side of life over death in this work.  
 While it has been pointed out that España, aparta de mí este cáliz is a synthesis of 
the poet’s spiritual and political beliefs, expressed through his particular aesthetic, a 
political reading of his last work is more often than not awarded a privileged perspective 
when interpreting these poems.157 This position may be easily understood, as the subject 
matter of the book is inherently a political conflict. Furthermore, many of the issues at 
stake in the Spanish Civil War continue to reverberate in our own times, and the frictions 
                                                          
157 Stephen Hart points out for example, that religion, politics, and science are the three ideological bases 
of Vallejo’s world view (Religión, 63). Michelle Clayton similarly comments on the “three frames through 
which Vallejo’s poetry tends to be read, often mapped onto the three distinct blocks of his writing: 
indigenism and Los heraldos negros (1919), the avant-garde and Trilce (1922), socialism and the 
posthumous poetry (composed between 1923 and 1938). (28) Alan Smith writes: “Muchos han visto en 
España, aparta de mí este cáliz, la frecuente invocación del mito fundacional cristiano. Para algunos, esas 
presencias hacen del libro una expresión de fe religiosa, para otros es tan solo un lenguaje simbólico de 
gran poder comunicativo, para expresar una postura revolucionaria marxista.” (146) 
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between traditional or progressive values, or the struggle for social justice, appear to be 
inescapable realities of society. A political reading of España, aparta de mí este cáliz is 
thus apparent, and a sympathetic reader will have no problem identifying with the 
political conflict encountered in the book.    
 As Michelle Clayton notes: “More recently still, Vallejo’s iconicity as a Marxist 
poet has gained particular traction with his international readers, as a new exemplar for 
political poetry in the fraught moment of the 1930s.” (9). Stephen Hart has described 
Vallejo’s later poetry as belonging to “un periodo en que parecen unirse el marxismo y el 
cristianismo” (109). George Lambie has similarly posited an analysis of Vallejo’s 
political influences as key to understanding his text:  
[L]a poesía de Vallejo referente a la Guerra Civil Española solo puede ser 
entendida mediante un conocimiento detallado de su pensamiento político […] no 
solo introduce una amplia gama de ideas políticas […] sino que también intenta 
formular una síntesis de su visión marxista mundial. (14) 
Vallejo’s poetry “reattaches economics to subjectivity” (Clayton 21) through the 
author’s use of the first-person lyric. “Throughout these poems Vallejo therefore offers 
his own voice as a stand-in for those around him, intimating that amid the leveling of 
modernity, and in a common experience of impotence and material lack, to speak of the 
self is to speak for the other” (Clayton 208).This lyric perspective differs also from that 
employed in Vallejo’s earlier works (Los heraldos negors and Trilce) in its embrace of a 
communal humanity, in addition to its sharper political focus. As Greg Dawes noted:  
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Mientras más se compromete Vallejo con el comunismo, más abandona 
los principios del vanguardismo artístico […] Con los años el énfasis en la 
libertad del poeta único que se distingue de las masas, el hermetismo de su 
lenguaje poético, y la espontaneidad de su método poético desaparecen ante la 
consciencia estética y política de Vallejo [….] (68) 
Clayton contradicts this assessment, however, by pointing out the linguistic similarities 
(his linguistic spontaneity, for example) shared between Vallejo’s early and late poetry: 
What is especially striking is that the tonal, formal rhetorical, and 
imagisitic modes of Vallejo’s late poetry often come surprisingly close to those of 
Trilce. This assertion runs against the grain of most critical readings of both the 
Poemas humanos and España, aparta de mí este cáliz, which present these 
collections as a politicized rejection of Vallejo’s earlier avant-garde experiments, 
a replacement of immature aesthetics with a  mature and timely politics. (197) 
 It should be clear from this analysis that a critical investigation of España, aparta 
de mí este cáliz must take into account more than just the shifting political ideologies of 
the author. In order to better understand how this lyric voice synthesizes a poetry of 
social protest with an avant-garde aesthetic form we must look elsewhere for Vallejo’s 
poetic circumstance, to a poetry that combines a striking modernity of expression in its 
treatment of another civil war: Drum-Taps, by Walt Whitman. Eventually folded into 
Leaves of Grass, this work was initially meant to stand alone, and Whitman at one point 
described these poems as the zenith of his career. (Hutchinson, Archive) In the light of 
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Vallejo’s professed admiration of Whitman158 and the fact that their civil war poetry has 
never before been explicitly compared, a study of their correspondences seems 
warranted. 
Similar to León Felipe, and in contrast with García Lorca, whose dialogue with 
Whitman emerges only in Poeta en Nueva York, Vallejo held Whitman in high esteem 
throughout his literary career. As Jean Franco recounts:  
Vallejo’s education as a poet began in 1915, when a group of students and writers 
began to meet together to read their own poems and those of the Modernists, 
Whitman and others […] The only literary magazine seems to have been Iris, 
founded in 1914 by José Eulogio Garrido, a member of the Trujillo circle who 
introduced Vallejo to the poetry of Whtiman, Verlaine, and Maeterlinck. (11) 
Stephen Hart also comments on the importance of this period in Vallejo’s life:  
The turning point was when Vallejo joined a bohemian student group, El Norte 
[…] Vallejo developed a passion for the poetry of the major figure of 
modernismo, the Nicaraguan Rubén Darío; he read the work of the Uruguayan 
modernista Julio Herrera y Reissig, the North American Walt Whitman; and he 
dipped into contemporary French poetry via Enrique Díez-Canedo and Fernando 
Fortún’s La poesía francesa moderna (1913). (12) 
                                                          
158 See Vallejo’s article, “La nueva poesía norteamericana”, Paris, June 1929 (Artículos II: 780), discussed 




 Juan Larrea, an intimate friend of Vallejo during his years in Paris, highlights the 
esteem with which Vallejo, throughout his life, regarded the North American poet: “El 
grupo encabezado por Orrego estaba influido por Walt Whitman, poeta de América que 
leían con entusiasmo que en Vallejo nunca decreció hasta el final de su vida” (Larrea, 
cited in Reverte Bernal 130). In this statement Larrea recognizes that Whitman was of 
utmost importance to Vallejo, not just as a young man, but that he continued to be an 
influence until the end of his life, at which time he was working on his last book of 
poetry, España, aparta de mí este cáliz. 
 For Vallejo, Whitman was a “maestro” that would mark him for life, holding him 
up as an example for European avant-garde poets. In 1929, the same year that Lorca159 
                                                          
159 Lorca and Vallejo knew each other and shared a friendship in Spain in the 1930s. Stephen Hart 
describes Lorca’s attempt to help Vallejo organize a performance of his poetry in Madrid:  
Sometime in January, and definitely before 27 January 1932, Vallejo went with Lorca to 
see Camila Quiroga to discuss the possibility of one of his plays being performed in Madrid, but 
without success. It is likely that the plays were Entre las dos orillas corre el río and Lock-Out, 
which Vallejo had been writing in 1931. Despite Federico García Lorca’s best efforts, Vallejo was 
unable to interest any Spanish producer in staging the plays, which does not come as a surprise. 
Contemporary Spanish theatre was dominated by Lorca himself, as well as the up-and-coming 
dramatist Alejandro Casona, whose plays were more poetic than revolutionary. Despite re-
polishing these works Vallejo found it difficult to interest a theatre or a publisher in either Entre 
las dos orillas corre el río or Lock-Out, and the manuscripts would languish for years until they 
were finally published in 1979 [….] It is likely that this was the last straw for Vallejo. Spain was 
becoming a difficult place to work in. (208) 
 
Vallejo later mentions Lorca in notes to Contra el secreto profesional, dated 1936-1937: 
La incomprensión de España sobre los escritores sudamericanos que, por miedo, no 
osaban ser indoamericanos, sino casi totalmente españoles (Rubén Darío y otros). 
Lorca es andaluz. ¿Por qué no tengo yo el derecho de ser peruano? ¿Para que me digan 
que no me comprenden en España? Y yo, un austríaco o un inglés, comprenderán [sic] los giros 
castizos de Lorca y Cía. (532) 
 
Lorca, however, would have been sympathetic to Vallejo’s frustration, famously expressing his distaste 




would begin writing Poeta en Nueva York, Vallejo wrote for Lima’s El comercio 
newspaper: 
Walt Whitman es, sin disputa, el más auténtico precursor de la nueva 
poesía universal. Los jóvenes europeos, los mejores, se apoyan a dos manos en 
Briznas de Hierba. Fuera de Walt Whitman, las nuevas escuelas europeas se 
quedan en la poesía de fórmula y al margen de la vida. Se quedan en el verso de 
bufete, en la masturbación. Los jóvenes europeos más interesantes se 
whitmanizan, tomando de Walt Whitman lo que de universal y humano tiene el 
espíritu norteamericano: su sentido vitalista, en el individuo y en la colectividad 
que empieza a tomar una hasta ahora desconocida preponderancia histórica en el 
mundo. (Artículos II: 780) 
                                                          
Me va molestando un poco mi mito de gitanería. Confunden mi vida y mi carácter. No quiero, de 
ninguna manera. Los gitanos son un tema. Y nada más. Yo podía ser lo mismo poeta de agujas de 
coser o de paisajes hidráulicos. Además el gitanismo me da un tono de incultura, de falta de 
educación y de poeta salvaje que tú sabes bien no soy. No quiero que me encasillen. Siento que 
me van echando cadenas. (929) 
 
Furthermore, Vallejo’s interactions with Spain’s literary elite are well documented. In 1926 he founded, in 
Paris with Juan Larrea, the Spanish language journal Favorables paris poema.  In 1930 both José Bergamín 
and Gerardo Diego would contribute to the first Spanish edition of Trilce; Bergamín wrote the 
introduction while Diego wrote a poetic “Salutation.” Both authors also were also friends of Lorca. He 
dedicated the poem “Tiovivo,” from Canciones, to Bergamín, while Diego was instrumental in the 
celebration of Góngora in 1927 (Gibson 303). The civil war increased Vallejo’s contact with Spain’s 
intellectuals, and he notably contributed to the journal, El mono azul, along with Bergamín, Rafael Alberti, 





In view of Vallejo’s lifelong relation to Whitman, therefore, España, aparta de mí este 
cáliz can better be understood in the company of Whitman’s encompassing prophetic 
voice. 
 The prophetic lyric as voice to political poetry can be understood in the light of 
Walter Brueggemann’s observations: “We need to ask not whether [the prophetic lyric] is 
realistic or practical or viable but whether it is imaginable” (39).160 Whitman and Vallejo 
speak at a time during which, as Walter Benjamin explains, “we have been endowed with 
a weak messianic power […] to which the past has claim” (254). How can poetry effect 
societal change? Michelle Clayton offers that this is, “implicitly repeating Friedrich 
Hölderin’s question, what are poets for in a time of dearth?” (22). In other words, to 
understand how poetry can respond in times of great need is to comprehend the 
possibilities of prophetic poetry.  
 The answer might be, in a sense, writing death as a seed for life, as René Girard 
outlines with regard to the figure of the scapegoat: “If this victim can extend his benefits 
beyond death to those who have killed him, he must either be resuscitated or was not 
truly dead. The causality of the scapegoat is imposed with such force that even death 
cannot prevent it.” (44) Examples of life-giving death proliferate in both Vallejo’s 
España, aparta de mí este cáliz and Whitman’s Drum-Taps. In the third poem of 
Vallejo’s book, for example, an homage to a dead combatant ends with the line: “Su 
                                                          
160 This definition of lyric poetry is reminiscent of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s article, “The Poet,” and its early 





cadáver estaba lleno de mundo.” (588) In Whitman’s “Hymn of Dead Soldiers,”161 
published in 1865, the last stanza reads: 
 Give me exhaustless – make me a fountain, 
 That I exhale love from me wherever I go, 
 For the sake of all dead soldiers. (Drum-Taps 79) 
 
In each example the death of a soldier exerts a force that does not end with the physical 
body. 
In an ideological conflict, an individual can at times shed the limits of self and 
other and act without the notion of personal interests, effectively sacrificing himself or 
herself for the good of the community. These two realms, one singular and one plural, 
combine during a popular uprising, when individuals fight in mass against a common 
evil. Both César Vallejo and Walt Whitman bore witness to this collective struggle 
through their poetry in España, aparta de mí este cáliz and Drum-Taps. In this light, I 
hope to show how Whitman’s poetic example was essential to the formation of the 
communal perspective of Vallejo’s last book of poetry. 
 
Similarities between Vasseur’s translation of Whitman and España, aparta de mí este 
cáliz 
                                                          
161 Originally published in Drum-Taps (1865) this poem was revised as “Ashes of Soldiers” and placed in 
other sections of Leaves of Grass in all subsequent editions. (Moon 411) 
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Vallejo’s first contact with Whitman’s poetry was through the translation of 
Álvaro Armando Vasseur, a selection from Leaves of Grass, titled simply, Poemas. This 
was certainly the work that Trujillo’s bohemian group would have read. Since Vallejo as 
a young man had not yet lived outside of Peru,162 it stands to reason that his exposure to 
English would have been minimal and, given the years in question, there is little doubt 
regarding the translation Vallejo would have read.  
Before Vasseur, only a few of Whitman’s poems had been translated into 
Spanish,163 and the majority of these were destined for special events; for example, 
Balbino Dávalos’ translation of a fragment of “Song of Myself.”164 Vallejo had surely 
come into contact with Whitman’s verse in French translations by the time he was writing 
España, aparta de mí este cáliz in Paris in 1937. However, in 1929 Vallejo himself 
downplays the importance of translation, a tendency common to the literary trends of the 
time.165 In an article titled, “La nueva poesía norteamericana,” written in Paris and 
                                                          
162 See Vallejo, A Literary Biography, by Stephen Hart, pages 9-15. 
 
163 In 1938 John Englekirk wrote: “Balbino Dávalos, Arturo Torres-Rioseco, Álvaro Armando Vasseur, 
Amado Nervo, Francisco J. Amy, and Alfonso Paulino are the only Spanish-American translators of 
Whitman, and of these only Vasseur and Torres-Rioseco have translated more than two of his poems”. 
(134). 
 
164 “The date was 1901; the occasion, the Second American International Congress held in Mexico City” 
(Englekirk 134). 
 
165 As Josef Raab notes: “In the early twentieth century the lyrical self which Whitman had created rather 
than the person of the writer behind it became the focus of attention as Latin American writers 
increasingly read Whitman’s work in the original, possibly also as a consequence of New Critical [sic] 
disregard for biography [….] What was highlighted in the 1930s and 1940s, the decades during which the 




published in Lima’s El Comercio newspaper on July 30th, 1929, Vallejo emphasizes the 
untranslatable “tone” of the lyric self and even the impossibility of translating poetry: 
Todos sabemos que la poesía es intraducible. La poesía es tono, oración 
verbal de la vida. Es una obra construida de palabras. Traducida a otras palabras, 
sinónimas pero nunca idénticas, ya no es la misma. Una traducción es un nuevo 
poema, que apenas se  parece al original. Cuando Vicente Huidobro sostiene que 
sus versos se prestan, a la perfección, a ser traducidos fielmente a todos los 
idiomas, dice un error. De este mismo error participan todos los que, como 
Huidobro, trabajan con ideas en vez de trabajar con palabras y buscan en la 
versión de un poema la letra o texto de la vida en vez de buscar el tono o ritmo 
cardiaco de la vida [….]  
Como ya lo hemos dado a entender, lo que importa en un poema, como en 
la vida, es el tono con que se dice una cosa y muy secundariamente lo que se dice. 
Lo que se dice, es, en efecto, susceptible de pasar a otro idioma pero el tono con 
que eso se dice, no: el tono queda, inamovible, en las palabras del idioma original. 
Los mejores poetas son, en consecuencia, menos propicios a la traducción. Lo que 
se traduce de Walt Whitman, de Goethe, son calidades y acentos filosóficos y 
muy poco de sus calidades estrictamente poéticas. De ellos sólo se conoce, en los 
idiomas extranjeros, las grandes ideas, los grandes movimientos animales, pero no 
se perciben los grandes números del alma, las oscuras nebulosas de la vida, que 
residen en un giro, en una tournure, en fin, en los imponderables del verbo. 
(Crónicas 78-79)  
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  It is this tone, or “heartbeat,” of the poem that for Vallejo is inseparable from the 
original language.166 Although meanings may be translated, the language of the author’s 
poem is immutable. The high esteem with which Vallejo held Whitman’s poetry is 
evident, and according to this interpretation poets who did not take heed of his poetic 
style would be relegated to second tier. This is a paradoxical situation that Vallejo 
describes: on the one hand translation is necessary for transmitting the meaning of the 
poem; on the other, its tone remains in the original language. Thus, the poem’s pathetic 
nature can only be alluded to through translation, and it requires perhaps the keen and 
sympathetic eye of a fellow poet to discern its deeper resonance.  
 In notes following Contra el secreto profesional (1930) Vallejo makes a similar 
point regarding the importance of sentiment, ending with a remarkable apposition: 
La mecánica es un medio o disciplina para realizar la vida, pero no es la 
vida misma. Esa debe llevarnos a la vida misma, que está en el juego de 
sentimientos o sea en la sensibilidad. Walt Whitman, Vallejo. (526) 
Though the above example does not specifically mention poetry, it is located in a section 
of the book containing notes that reflect on the poetic process,167 and is therefore clearly 
equating the “mechanics” of writing poetry of both Vallejo and Whitman. Rather than 
                                                          
166 León Felipe seems to share a similar conception of translation: “[E]n la crónica poética o en el versículo 
sagrado lo esencial es el espíritu que yo no cambio nunca aunque modifique las palabras y quiebre la 
forma.” (Ganarás la Luz 120) 
167 In another pertinent example from this same section, Vallejo writes:  
Una nueva poética: transportar al poema la estética de Picasso. Es decir: no atender sino a las 
bellezas estrictamente poéticas, sin lógica, ni coherencia, ni razón. Como cuando Picasso pinta a 
un hombre y, por razones de armonía de líneas o de colores, en vez de hacerle una nariz, hace en 
su lugar una caja o escalera o vaso o naranja. (524) 
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placing a limit on the potential of poetry to represent humanity, Vallejo writes that poetry 
should lead us to a deeper understanding of that humanity. He strikingly places in 
apposition his own name to Whitman’s, in a declaration of poetic kinship. Both poets, in 
this interpretation, place art in life. In his 1937 poem, “Un hombre pasa con un pan al 
hombro”, Vallejo writes: “Un albañil cae de un techo, muere y ya no almuerza / ¿Innovar, 
luego, el tropo, la metáfora?” (414) And Whitman: “Camerado, this is no book, / Who 
touches this touches a man.” (424) These famous lines express Whitman’s own 
understanding that poetry should lead us to life. Another example from Whitman is seen 
in his poem “Shut Not Your Doors”, originally included in Drum-Taps: “The words of 
my book nothing, the drift of it everything.” (13) Like Vallejo, Whitman privileges 
poetry’s thrust towards life. In fact, the first version (1865) of this poem uses the word 
“life” in place of drift. (Drum-Taps 7) 
 For Vallejo, poetry is not an idealized act of beauty to be contemplated, but rather 
something that should deeply affect our lives. Indeed, this is exactly his criticism of 
contemporary poetry in his 1929 article; its failure to reach Whitman’s revolutionary 
impetus: 
La revuelta bulle en una tímida cólera liberal cuyos alcances no 
sobrepasan hasta ahora a las vistas whitmanianas. Sin embargo, de entre los 
jóvenes de la primera tendencia brotan, a veces, innegables estremecimientos 
revolucionarios que expresan un estado de espíritu colectivo, igualmente saturado, 
en sus capas subterráneas, de la inquietud social a que asistimos. (Crónicas 82) 
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Though the best poetry of his day was limited by its own bourgeois discontent, according 
to Vallejo, it was nonetheless at times able to express a revolutionary sentiment based on 
a deeper identification with a collective humanity.168 This impulse, closely identified with 
the lyricism of Walt Whitman, would reach dramatic conclusions in the pathos of 
España, aparta de mí este cáliz. 
 Vasseur’s translation of Whitman includes a fragment of “When Lilacs Last in the 
Dooryard Bloom'd,” though presented as its own separate poem, “La canción de la 
muerte” (195). By separating this fragment and presenting it in a new context as a 
separate poem, Vasseur emphasizes an all-encompassing vision of death, a 
personification of this unifying element in life. Vallejo offers this same type of 
assessment in “Imagen española de la muerte”, written before many of the poems that 
make up España, aparta de mí este cáliz, and later adapted to the context of the Spanish 
Civil War.169  
Although it is impossible to prove beyond a doubt whether Vasseur’s “Canción de 
la muerte” was an inspiration for Vallejo’s first version of “Imagen española de la 
                                                          
168 This article focuses on North American poetry and its orientation vis-à-vis Whitman:   
Idéntica orientación ofrece en gran parte la nueva poesía norteamericana. Procede de la 
tradición whitmaniana y la continua, rectificándola. Junto a esta tendencia fraternal y sincrónica de la 
europea de mejor calibre, se descubre en Estados Unidos una segunda dirección: la de importación 
europea, cuyos componentes siguen las fórmulas y poncifs de que habla Bernard Fray, fórmulas y poncifs, 
repetimos, tan librescos como decadentes. A la primera pertenecen escritores de origen proletario o, al 
menos, salidos del pueblo, negros muchos de ellos. Esta es una sensibilidad que, sin haber logrado 
sacudirse del pecado capitalista, traduce sin embargo las fuerzas e inquietudes más nobles de ese pueblo. 
Citemos como ejemplo a Hart Crane, Michael Gold, Gwendolyn Haste, Langston Hughes, Ell Slegel, Vachel 
Lindsay. A la segunda tendencia pertenecen los imaginistas recalcitrantes, con Ezra Pound e Hilda 
Doolittle a la cabeza, y los dadaístas, también recalcitrantes, cuyo jefe es Gertrude Stein. (81) 
169 For a detailed analysis of these revisions, see Hart, Religión, 70. 
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muerte”, there are nonetheless telling parallels between the two texts, beginning with an 
apostrophe of the lyric voice directed towards death, in the case of Whitman, while 
Vallejo’s poetry urges the volunteer fighters to call out for death; invoking a violent and 
sacrificial confrontation for a greater good. The following table presents the first lines of 
these poems and their variants. In Whitman’s poem this section is written in italics in the 
original, highlighting its importance: 
 
Whitman (281) Traducción de 
Vasseur (195) 
Primera versión de 
“Imagen española 




española de la 
muerte” (Vallejo 
463) 
Come lovely and 
soothing death, / 












¡Llamadla! ¡Es su 
costado! / ¡Ahí pasa 
la muerte con su 
declive de ácido 
carbónico, / sus 
pasos de acordeón, 
su palabrota, 
¡Ahí pasa! 
¡Llamadla! ¡Es su 
costado! / Ahí pasa 
la muerte por Irún; / 






The differences between Whitman’s poem and Vasseur’s translation are striking. The 
word “frente,” especially, presents a contrast, as its English equivalent, “forehead,” is not 
present in the original. It is precisely this addition in Vasseur’s translation, the word 
“frente,” that would become more common in Vallejo’s later poetry, especially the so 
called Poemas humanos, including España, aparta de mí este cáliz, while it is used only 
once in Los heraldos negros, in the poem “Oración del camino” (66).170  
 In the poems of Trilce the word “frente,” meaning forehead, does not occur even 
once,171 though in a letter to Antenor Orregor in 1922, Vallejo does use the word “frente” 
to denote poetic freedom.172 In Poemas humanos, by contrast, the word “frente,” in the 
                                                          
170 This poem is reminiscent of Whitman’s “Song of the Open Road,” translated by Vasseur as “Canto de la 
vía pública.”  Vasseur’s translation includes the appellation “No me abandones?” (62), much more 
reminiscent of Christ’s words on the cross then Whitman’s original “Do not leave me?” Both versions 
however share the use of italics to denote a conversation between the poetic voice and the “road,” a 
technique Vallejo seems to echo by directing his poem to a second person “tú.” It is tempting to think that 
Vasseur’s allusion to the crucified Christ inspired Vallejo to title his poem “Oración del camino,” in this 
early example of religious sacrifice that would become such an important theme in España, aparta de mí 
este cáliz.  
 
171 In poems “VIII” and “LX” Vallejo does use the word “frente,” but in its masculine sense, meaning 
“front.” In both instances, however, the word takes on an organic meaning symbolizing the physical 
condition of being human: In “VIII”, “donde traspasaré mi propio frente” (177) and in “LX”, “Para hoy que 
probamos si aún vivimos, / casi un frente no más.” (218) 
 
172 Vallejo writes:  
El libro ha nacido en el mayor vacío. Soy responsable de él. Asumo toda la 
responsabilidad de su estética. Hoy, y más que nunca quizás, siento gravitar sobre mí una hasta 
ahora desconocida obligación sacratísima, de hombre y de artista ¡la de ser libre! Si no he de ser 
hoy libre, no lo seré jamás. Siento que gana el arco de mi frente con su más imperativa curva de 
heroicidad. (105) 
 
This letter echoes one of Baudelaire’s more famous poems, “Perte d’Auréole” (1868), where the poet is 
literally endowed with a halo on his head: 
 Tout à l’heure, comme je traversais le boulevard, en grande hâte, et que je sautillais 
dans la boue, à travers ce chaos mouvant où la mort arrive au galop de tous les côtés à la fois, 
mon auréole, dans un mouvement brusque, a glissé de ma tête dans la fange du macadam. Je 
n’ai pas eu le courage de la ramasser. J’ai jugé moins désagréable de perdre mes insignes que de 
me faire rompre les os. Et puis, me  suis-je dit, à quelque chose malheur est bon. Je puis 
178 
 
feminine, meaning forehead, occurs in at least eight poems173, and it may refer to 
“forehead” or “front” in an additional three174. In España, aparta de mí este cáliz there are 
two more poems that unambiguously use the word “frente” to signify “forehead.” 
Therefore, it is striking to note that, despite Vallejo’s work being roughly divided equally 
between his time in Peru and his time in Paris, “frente” occurs only once in his early 
work, and in at least 10 to 13 poems in his later work. 
 Although Vallejo only uses the word “frente” in the first two poems of España, 
aparta de mí este cáliz, these instances are sites of heightened expressiveness. In 
“Batallas” we read: “en grupos de a uno, armados de hambre, en masas de a uno, / 
armados de pecho hasta la frente,” (456). Here we read the paradoxical description of 
“grupos de a uno,” once again highlighting the will of the individual to sacrifice him or 
herself for the greater good. The line “armados de pecho hasta la frente” can be 
interpreted as a description of the volunteer fighters, who were literally carrying weapons 
on their bodies, and who were intellectually and spiritually prepared to die for the cause.   
 The use of “frente” in “Himno a los voluntaries de la república” is analyzed later 
in this chapter, but suffice it to say that here the physicality of “frente” marks a symbolic 
                                                          
maintenant me promener incognito, faire des actions basses, et me livrer à la crapule, comme les 
simples mortels. Et me voici, tout semblable à vous, comme vous voyez! (133) 
 
Vallejo continues this idea of a halo representing the poet’s divine inspiration, though rather than marking 
a difference between poets (those gifted with lyric ability), and everyone else, Vallejo uses the term as a 
synecdoche for our shared universal humanity. 
 
173 “Lánguidamente su licor,” “Existe un mutilado…,” “Gleba”, “Hoy me gusta la vida mucho menos…”, 
“Los nueve monstruos”, “¡De puro calor tengo frío!...”, “Oye a tu masa…”, “Los desgraciados” 
 
174 “Entre el dolor y el placer…”, “Terremoto”, “Al cavilar en la vida, al cavilar…” 
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line between self and other, individual and collective, life and death. Returning for a 
moment to Vasseur’s “Canción de la muerte,” it seems likely that this use of the word 
“frente” as a symbol for the physical limits of one’s life was noted by Vallejo. At the very 
least, it is surprising to note that both in the translation of Whitman’s poem as well as 
often in Vallejo’s poetry, “frente” can suggest the biological confines of self.  
 
   
Sacrifice for a Common Cause 
 Whitman’s influence on the poetry of Vallejo can be seen thematically, in the 
common context that accompanies and gives resonance to the individual, as well as in the 
language itself. These similarities, especially evident between Whitman’s Drum-Taps and 
Vallejo’s España, aparta de mí este cáliz, bespeak the shared context of Civil War (in the 
US and in Spain) in which they were written, and indeed these political events occupied a 
central position in the worldview of each author. Whitman described the US Civil War 
as, "the very centre, [sic] circumference, umbilicus, of [his] whole career" (Whitman 
Archive). This is the focus of Drum-Taps, a book “which he regarded initially as a project 
independent of Leaves of Grass, even artistically superior to it” (Hutchinson, Whitman 
Archive). In a similar fashion, Vallejo calls on the writer to confront the Spanish Civil 
War, at the Second International Congress for the Defense of Culture, in 1937: “Los 
responsables de lo que sucede en el mundo somos los escritores, porque tenemos el arma 
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más formidable, que es el verbo”175 (“La responsabilidad del escritor” 91). Both authors, 
then, pondered the role of the writer when faced with war.  
Neither Vallejo nor Whitman were combatants in their war. Vallejo would die 
before the end of the Spanish Civil war, consumed by the anguish of the conflict, and 
Whitman served as a nurse. Both invoked the same response to armed struggle: a natural 
and spontaneous uprising of the masses. In the case of Whitman; “We want no reforms, 
no institutions, no parties, -- We want a living principle as nature has, under which 
nothing can go wrong [….]” (quoted in Reynolds 849) As for Vallejo, he praised the 
popular uprising of the Spanish people during the Civil War in his article written from 
Paris in March of 1937: 
 Por primera vez, la razón de una Guerra cesa de ser una razón de Estado, 
para ser la expresión, directa e inmediata, del interés del pueblo y de su instinto 
histórico, manifestados al aire libre y como a boca de jarro. Por primera vez se 
hace una guerra por voluntad espontánea del pueblo y, por primera vez, en fin, es 
el pueblo mismo, son los transeúntes y no ya los soldados, quienes, sin coerción 
del Estado, sin capitanes, sin espíritu ni organización militares, sin armas ni kepís, 
corren al encuentro del enemigo y mueren por una causa clara, definida, 
despojada de nieblas oficiales más o menos inconfesables. Puesto así el pueblo a 
cargo de su propia lucha, se comprende de suyo que se sientan en esta lucha 
                                                          
175 León Felipe also investigated the role of the poet in times of crises, writing in “El poeta es el gran 
responsable” (373). See chapter 2. 
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latidos humanos de una autenticidad popular y de un alcance germinal 
extraordinario, sin precedentes. (Artículos II, 960) 
Each poet clearly articulated a choice between good and evil. On the one hand the 
freedom of the individual within a communal humanity, and on the other, the failure of 
Democracy – dissolution of the United States, and continuation of slavery, in the case of 
Whitman, or the institutionalization of fascism, as was the case with Vallejo. 
Vallejo and Whitman both viewed civil war as a political and spiritual crisis, and 
saw communal salvation as the personal responsibility of the poet.176 Whitman’s 
interpretation of the United States of America was likewise not limited to a solely 
political dimension; he famously wrote in the preface to the first (1855) edition of Leaves 
of Grass: “The United States themselves are essentially the greatest poem” (616). His 
emphasis on spiritual solutions is a theme found throughout Whitman’s poetry, most 
notably perhaps in Drum-Taps. It was a wager for the future prosperity of humanity, and 
one that seemed possible, at least following triumph of the democratic cause during the 
American Civil War. “I shall use the words America and Democracy as convertible 
terms. Not an ordinary one is the issue. The United States are destined either to surmount 
the gorgeous history of Feudalism, or else prove the most tremendous failure of time” 
(Whitman, “Democratic Vistas” 4). According to Whitman, these political conflicts 
required a spiritual solution, without which the liberal project of America was sure to fail: 
“The largeness of nature or the nation were monstrous without a corresponding largeness 
                                                          
176 This was also León Felipe’s argument in El gran responsable (1940). 
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and generosity of the spirit of the citizen” (Whitman, “Preface 1855” 617).  Whitman 
maintained throughout his life that it was only through spirituality, and a genuine spiritual 
connection between citizens,177 that America could fulfill her promises. The poems of 
Drum-Taps reflect an urgency and a renewed faith brought about by the Civil War, where 
individual sacrifice is profoundly connected to communal struggle. For Whitman, 
sacrifice naturally springs from a shared sense of love, necessary for the functioning of a 
new democracy. In this great social experiment, the voice of the poet would be of 
primary importance:  
View’d, to-day, from a point of view sufficiently over-arching, the 
problem of humanity all over the civilized world is social and religious, and is to 
be finally met and treated by literature. The priest departs, the divine literatus 
comes. (“Democratic Vistas” 6) 
These new United States represented for Whitman the foundation of a new political 
order, new forms of social interaction, new means of artistic expression, and a new 
understanding of religion. Sacrifice and fraternal love are essential in Whitman’s vision 
of society, which like Vallejo’s, found its maximum expression in the voluntary uprising 
to fight for a greater good. 
 In this sense, much as in Vallejo’s case during the Spanish Civil War, the 
spontaneous rising up of a voluntary army proved beyond a doubt Whitman’s faith in 
America: 
                                                          
177 In the years following the civil war Whitman denounces the rampant materialism that was becoming 
predominant in American life in his essay, “Democratic Vistas.”  
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The movements of the late secession war, and their results, to any sense 
that studies well and comprehends them, show that popular democracy, whatever 
its faults and dangers,  practically justifies itself beyond the proudest claims and 
wildest hopes of its enthusiasts […] [A]nd how the brunt of its labor of death was, 
to all essential purposes, volunteer’d. The People, of their own choice, fighting, 
dying for their own idea, insolently attack’d by the secession-slave-power, and its 
very existence imperil’d. Descending to detail, entering any of the armies, and 
mixing with the private soldiers […] [S]prang, at the first tap of the drum, to arms 
– not for gain, nor even glory, nor to repel invasion – but for an emblem, a mere 
abstraction – for the life, the safety of the Flag. (Whitman, “Democratic Vistas” 
19) 
On reading this declaration, one cannot help but be struck by the similarities between 
Whitman’s language and Vallejo’s statement, previously cited, from “Los enunciados 
populares de la guerra Española”: “Por primera vez se hace una guerra por voluntad 
espontánea del pueblo” (Artículos II, 960), just as Whitman had written 66 years earlier: 
“The People, of their own choice, fighting, dying for their own idea” (Democratic Vistas” 
19). The similarities are all the more remarkable considering Vallejo’s insistence, perhaps 
colored by his reading of communism, that the spontaneous popular rush to join the 
conflict was unique to the Spanish Civil War, occurring for the first time in history on 
this occasion. Though perhaps inaccurate in view of Whitman’s statements about the U.S. 
Civil War, Vallejo’s pronouncement shows that both authors described the civil war of 
their time in astonishingly similar terms. Not only did the civilian populations in each 
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case rise up spontaneously, they both did so in defense of a cause. Vallejo writes that 
these volunteers “corren al encuentro del enemigo y mueren por una causa clara, 
definida, despojada de nieblas oficiales más o menos inconfesables”. (Artículos II, 960) 
Whitman writes similarly that the volunteers, “[S]prang, at the first tap of the drum, to 
arms – not for gain, nor even glory, nor to repel invasion – but for an emblem, a mere 
abstraction – for the life, the safety of the Flag.” (“Democratic Vistas” 19) Both Whitman 
and Vallejo stress the importance of the spontaneous uprising of the community in 
defense of a greater good, and a commonly held faith in a shared humanity. 
This multitudinous response to the cause of liberty is at the center of Whitman’s 
Civil War poems. In “Beat! Beat! Drums!” (Whitman 237) the call to arms urges on this 
movement, its importance impelling all those who hear it onward toward sacrifice. The 
staccato rhythm of this poem is similar to that of Vallejo’s “Himno a los voluntarios de la 
república,” both “marcha a morir” and “blow! bugles! blow!” being alliterative examples 
matching the cadence of an advancing army, accented on the first and last syllables of the 
verses. 
Beat! Beat! Drums! – blow! bugles! blow! 
 Through the windows – through doors – burst like a ruthless force, 
 Into the solemn church, and scatter the congregation, 
Into the school where the scholar is studying; 
Leave not the bridegroom quiet – no happiness must he have now with his bride, 
Nor the peaceful farmer any peace, ploughing his field or gathering his grain, 
So fierce you whirr and pound your drums – so shrill you bugles blow. (237) 
        
The call of war in this stanza is strong enough to penetrate private or sacred spaces, 
entering through windows and doors, affecting in turn all facets of society: religion, 
education, family, and finally agriculture, our food supply and connection with nature. It 
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is possible to see in this listing an attempt on Whitman’s part to describe a hierarchical 
view of society. The first, or most basic level of social structure is religion. Next is 
education, which could be considered a public contribution to the betterment of society. 
The private sphere follows, represented by the family nucleus and the promise of 
procreation and a future generation. Finally the farm, and the elemental connection of 
human beings with nature, completes Whitman’s sketch of society. All of these facets of 
life are equally interrupted by the call to war. Impossible to ignore, all normal societal 
interactions (worship, study, love, and ensuring a future food supply) are abandoned, as 
the population is impelled toward a cause. Such is the foundation of both the US and 
Spanish civil wars as heard in these two poets’ voices: the self-described voluntary 
expression of the will of the masses in defense of a cause as dear as life itself, for in 
reality there ceases to be a separation between the life of the one and of the many.  
 As we have already seen in the first stanza of “Himno a los voluntaries de la 
república,” in each poet we find an exhortation to kill. For example, Whitman’s 
invocation of the canons, “Soon unlimber’d to begin the red business;” (“First O Songs 
for a Prelude”, P. 236), or Vallejo’s: 
¡Voluntarios,  
por la vida, por los buenos, matad a la muerte, matad a los malos! (454) 
 
However, the strength of both Drum-Taps and España, aparta de mí este cáliz does not 
come from an appeal to violence, but is rather deeply rooted in a call to sacrifice.178 As 
                                                          
178 This is the same aesthetic found in León Felipe’s poetry on the Spanish Civil War, writing for example in 




Smith writes: “Estamos hablando de las representaciones del morir y no del matar.” (147) 
In all of España, aparta de mí este cáliz, Vallejo only invokes an incitement to kill on 
two occasions, and both of these are qualified. The last verse of poem “VIII” reads: 
“¡Salud, hombre de Dios, mata y escribe!” (469). Though the word “mata” is a direct 
command to kill, it would be hard to imagine this order couched in a verse less violent. 
This message is transmitted almost as a dialogue, and begins with the colloquial greeting 
“salud.” The interlocutor is called “hombre de Dios,” a man of God. This endows him 
with the virtue of being a spiritual messenger, as well as a living human being. The 
seemingly dichotomous orders to “mata y escribe179,” kill and write, further complicate 
this provocation to violence and, much like the case with Whitman, serves to identify the 
poetic act of writing with the wartime necessity of causing violent death. In this example, 
the order to kill is not just a physical necessity of war, but also a spiritual obligation to 
humanity. 
 Whitman saw the war effort as contributing to a betterment of humanity, as seen 
in the poem, “To Thee Old Cause,” (6) for example.Like Vallejo, Whitman identified his 
poetry with participation in the war. Both authors focus on death for the greater good 
while still acknowledging the innate humanity of the enemy. After his command to kill in 
“Himno a los voluntarios de la república” Vallejo adds: 
                                                          
179 Alan Smith points out the similarities between this line and a biblical event: “Esta doble orden, pues, 
nos recuerda la doble orden que Pedro recibe en Cesárea: “Y le vino una voz: Levántate, Pedro, mata y 
come” (Hechos 10:13). Ciertamente, en el Nuevo Testamento, esta orden extraña cobra enseguida un 
significado específico y , por así decir, político, pues se trata de que Pedro comiese los animales 
prohibidos dentro de la tradición hebraica, es decir, simbólicamente, que Pedro extienda la buena nueva 
no solo a judíos, sino a los gentiles [….] Que Vallejo sintiera un eco de esa frase, no se puede saber, pero 
en todo caso, en ambos casos, quizás no sea ocioso pensar que pudieran haber ocasionado la transgresión 
fundamental del que ama, aunque sea a traición, al enemigo. (“Matar y morir”, 114) 
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 ¡Hacedlo por la libertad de todos, 
 del explotado y del explotador, 
 por la paz indolora [….] (576) 
 
It would be difficult to find a clearer statement of faith in the midst of war. Vallejo, like 
Whitman, is contributing to the betterment of all humankind through his support for the 
republican cause.180 There is no attempt to foment division or increase hate in these 
poems, but rather an emphasis on shared humanity and the transcendental nature of 
sacrifice, as Whitman writes in his poem “Reconciliation”: “For my enemy is dead, a 
man divine as myself is dead”. (270)  
The focus on death for the greater good is apparent in the poems of both authors; 
a few examples will suffice to show the awe with which they treated the subject. In 
“Pioneers! O Pioneers!” Whitman writes:  
On and on the compact ranks, 
With accessions ever waiting, with the places of the dead 
 quickly fill’d, 
Through the battle, through defeat, moving yet and never stopping, 
Pioneers, O pioneers! (193)181 
 
                                                          
180 León Felipe expresses a nearly identical sentiment in his poem, “La insignia”: 
 Hay que salvar  
 al pobre  
 y al rico. 
 Hay que matar al pobre y al rico para que nazca el HOMBRE, 
 el hombre heroico. (14) 
 
181 Originally published in Drum-Taps (1865) this poem was placed in other sections of Leaves of Grass in 
all subsequent editions, though its militaristic origin is attested by “its strong trochaic beat […] obviously 




The dreadful sacrifice is repeated later in the same book, in the poem “The 
Artilleryman’s Vision”: “I see the gaps cut by the enemy’s volleys, (quickly filled / up – 
no delay;) (267). 
 Vallejo’s “Himno a los voluntarios de la república” contains a strikingly similar 
image: 
  ¡Obrero, salvador, redentor nuestro, 
 perdónanos, hermano, nuestras deudas! 
 Como dice un tambor al redoblar, en sus adagios: 
 ¡qué jamás tan efímero, tu espalda! 
 ¡qué siempre tan cambiante, tu perfil! (453) 
 
The first two lines of this stanza invoke the religious language of the Lord’s prayer, now 
placed in the context of the Spanish Civil War. In this case it is the worker, the volunteer 
combatant, who will die for our salvation and to whom we are indebted. The image of 
ephemeral backs and changing profiles reminds us of Whitman’s marching troop 
accompanied by the sound of a beating drum, a continuous line of volunteers rushing to 
fill the gaps left by their fallen comrades. Though Vallejo does not specifically mention 
death in this stanza, the word “perfil” is reminiscent of another of his poems, “El 
momento más grave de la vida,”182 in which we read: “El momento más grave de mi vida 
es el haber sorprendido de perfil a mi padre.” (338) In this example, “perfil” alludes to 
the biological impermanence of life; in this case the realization of mortality. Glimpsing 
his father’s profile is a reminder that our biological self is finite, and that one day, 
                                                          
182 Though Vallejo’s manuscript of this poem is undated (Merino 232) it has traditionally been included in 
Poemas en prosa, a collection of his poetry dating from 1924-1929, and first organized by Georgette 
Vallejo in 1968. (Ferrari 35) 
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perhaps, we will all lie in state.183 In “Himnos a los voluntarios de la república” this is not 
a tragic realization, but rather a celebration of the great sacrifice of the volunteer militias. 
 Whitman’s poem, “A sight in Camp in the Daybreak Gray and Dim” recounts the 
macabre anecdote of discovering three cadavers next to an army camp. An allusion to the 
biblical crucifixion, this connection is made evident by the description of the third body:  
Then to the third – a face nor child nor old, very calm, as of beautiful yellow-
white ivory; Young man I think I know you – I think this face is the face of the 
Christ himself, 
Dead and divine and brother of all, and here again he lies. (257) 
 
Without any defining features, this last body is a symbol for all of humanity. The same 
could be said of Pedro Rojas from Vallejo’s poem (460). Although this poem was in fact 
inspired by a widely circulated event at the time,184 the name “Pedro Rojas” is 
                                                          
183 In Good-Bye My Fancy, published in 1891 shortly before the poet’s death, Whitman includes a 
photograph of himself in profile, looking aged, without his typical hat, as a frontispiece. The sense of 
impending death is palpable. 
 
184 Vélez and Merino write:  
Uno de los que atravesaron la Frontera con Francia el 30 de septiembre de 1937 era Antonio Ruiz 
Vilaplana, que llevaba entre sus papeles un libro, al que puso por título Doy Fe, y que circuló 
mucho entre los soldados del frente republicano [….] Pues bien, en las páginas 38 y 39 de Doy Fe 
podemos leer: 
Uno de los primeros que nos hizo actuar, y que se halló junto al cementerio de 
Burgos, era el cadaver de un pobre campesino de Sasamón […] Era un hombre 
relativamente joven, fuerte, moreno, vestido pobremente, y cuya cara estaba 
horriblemente desfigurada por los balazos. 
Como ocurría siempre, nadie se atrevía a identificarle; solamente en uno de los 
bolsillos hallamos un papel rugoso y sucio, en el que escrito a lápiz, torpemente, y con 
faltas ortográficas, se leía: 
Abisa a todos los compañero y marchar pronto. 
Nos dan de palos brutalmente y nos matan. 
Como lo ben perdío no quieren sino la barabaridad. 
     […] 
El día 17 de septiembre, cerca de la fábrica de sedas (de Burgos), fuimos a 
levantar el cadáver de uno de sus capataces […] 
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fictionalized, gaining a symbolic function in the poem. Through this representation Pedro 
Rojas becomes a character that represents the whole of the human society, and it is this 
all-encompassing aspect that is captured in his binomial description: “padre y hombre, / 
marido y hombre, ferroviario y hombre” (460). Here we have an individual description of 
this person (father and husband, as well as laborer) that emphasizes his familial 
condition, connecting him to all of humanity: “hombre.” His death can therefore be seen 
as a sacrifice; a comparison to Christ becomes explicit in the last stanza, when Pedro 
Rojas effectively comes back to life: 
  Pedro Rojas, así, después de muerto, 
 se levantó, besó su catafalco ensangrentado, 
 lloró por España 
 y volvió a escribir con el dedo en el aire:  
 “¡Viban los compañeros! Pedro Rojas”. 
 Su cadáver estaba lleno de mundo. (461) 
Thus, in this poem the death of Pedro Rojas, a volunteer militiaman, voices both 
Whitman and Vallejo when facing war. Death in such a violent conflict is necessarily 
tragic, but also an essential aspect of the redemptive character of sacrifice.  
The role of the poet in supporting armed combat is a theme we find throughout 
the poems of España, aparta de mí este cáliz, as Vallejo states: “¡El poeta saluda al 
sufrimiento armado!” (462). The poet recognizes the terrible reality of war, but remains 
                                                          
Apareció con las manos esposadas, maltratado también fuertemente, y en sus 
bolsillos todavía conservaba el tenedor y la cuchara de aluminio del Penal, donde estaba 





constant in his support of the cause. This fourth poem, “Los mendigos pelean por 
España,” presents an especially interesting case of both Christian and Marxist themes 
(charity and a global proletarian movement, respectively), as well as the influence of 
Walt Whitman. It seems that beggars here share similarities with “transeúntes,” or 
vagabonds,185 considered from the perspective of an early twentieth-century movement 
known as Unanimism, as we will see. This is a characterization shared by Vallejo:   
                                                          
185 León Felipe shares a similar conception of the poet as vagabond, and specifically connects this motif to 
the poetic self in Ganarás la Luz (1943): 
 Yo soy un vagabundo, 
 yo no soy más que un vagabundo sin ciudad, sin decálogo 
  y sin tribu. 
 Y mi éxodo es ya viejo. 
 En mis ropas duerme el polvo de todos los caminos 
 y el sudor de muchas agonías. (122) 
 
Even more significantly, perhaps, in the prologue to Felipe’s translation (1941) of Leaves of Grass there is 
a poem that describes Whitman with the characteristics of a vagabond: 
 No tiene otro título ni rótulo a la puerta. 
 No es doctor, 
 ni reverendo 
 ni maese… 
 No es un misionero tampoco. 
 No viene a repartir catecismos ni reglamentos, 
 ni a colgarle a nadie una cruz en la solapa. 
 Ni a juzgar: 
 ni a premiar 
 ni a castigar. 
 Viene sencillamente a cantar una canción. 
 
 Cantará su canción y se irá. 
 Mañana, de madrugada, se irá. 
 Cuando os despertéis vosotros, ya con el sol en el cielo, no 
  encontraréis más que el recuerdo encendido de su 
  voz. 
 Pero esta noche será vuestro huésped. 
 Abridle la puerta, 
 los brazos, 
 los oídos 
 y el corazón de par en par. 




Los hobos de los Estados Unidos son, por lo general, obreros trashumantes [….] 
Su rebeldía, el sentido revolucionario, de su vida, cae en la actual organización 
económica [….] Los hobos son, pues, muy pocos. Pero se cuenta que son unas 
grandes almas. Muchos de ellos son artistas y poetas. Hobos fueron y son Walt 
Whitman [….] (Crónicas 63-64) 
The “beggars” of the fourth poem of España, aparta de mí este cáliz represent the union 
of these ideological tendencies in Vallejo. On the one hand Christianity, and on the other 
Whitman, who advocates personal freedom for all; especially perhaps for those “voices” 
marginalized by society. Both of these positions embody a revolutionary disposition, 
placing the wellbeing of the many over that of the few, and giving a voice to those who 
are otherwise silent. 
 As Concepción Reverte Bernal explains, the “beggar” motif is “una imagen 
característica del Unanimismo.” (135) . The Unanimists were known as “whitmanianos, 
por el influjo en ellos del gran poeta norteamericano” (Reverte Bernal 126).186 Reverte 
Bernal suggests that there is evidence Vallejo took inspiration from the Unanimist 
movement for the composition of his poem, “Masa,” specifically the idea of a collective 
                                                          
186 Jules Romains, a founding member of the group, defines the Unanimist movement in the 1910 essay, 
“Manuel de deification”: 
Par unanimisme entendez simplement l’expression de la vie […] unanime: collective. Nous 
éprouvons un sentiment religieux devant le monde qui nous entoure et nous dépasse. Nous 
voulons traduire ce sentiment par une poésie immédiate […] Nous ne cherchons qu’à montrer le 
pathétique de la présence humaine. (quoted in Reverte Bernal 126)  
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soul.187 The Unanimists set out to popularize a vision of the world based on a collective 
sense of community, that when taken to its artistic conclusion, overcomes even the death 
of the individual. “La experiencia de la vida del individuo dentro del grupo o colectividad 
conduce a la idea de la superación de la muerte física individual a través del grupo, de lo 
cual trata el relato Mort de quelqu’un de Romains (1911), que fue una de sus obras más 
leídas” (136). Since Vallejo did in fact read the Works of Romains (Reverte Bernal 135), 
it is plausible to consider that “Masa” shares this aesthetic of sacrifice188 with the earlier 
French novel, especially given the clear and direct language with which both texts 
describe the influence of life after death.189 
 The relative clarity of language in España, aparta de mí este cáliz stands out in 
contrast to Vallejo’s earlier work, Trilce for example. His Civil War poems are much 
                                                          
187 “La poesía no se inspira en los libros sino en la experiencia. En ella es fundamental la exaltación del 
grupo y el sentimiento de la integración del individuo en él, en lo que consideran el alma de las masas o el 
alma colectiva” (Reverte Bernal 127) 
 
188 See Girard, Scapegoat, page 44. 
 
189 In Vallejo’s “Masa,” we see a cadaver that: “incorporóse lentamente, / abrazó al primer hombre; 
echóse a andar…” (475) In Romains’ novel we also find examples of the continued influence of the dead 
individual: 
 
La mort n’avait pas rassemblé que la maison. Dans des quartiers lointains, des hommes 
avaient pris leurs vêtements du dimanche, et par des itinéraires nouveaux, par des tramways, par 
des omnibus, par des rues dont leurs corps n’avaient pas costume, après des tâtonnements et 
des détours, ils s’amassaient autour du cercueil. Et dans un village des montagnes, la mort de 
Godard avait tiré un vieil homme d’une salle fumeuse, l’avait ha lé le long d’un chemin, malgré 
les pierres. Alors, proie de la diligence et du train, possédé, reçu par des êtres qu’il ne choisissait 
pas, le vieillard était arrivé, avant d’avoir voulu partir. 
Depuis l’instant ou l’âme d’un homme avait volé en éclats, des hommes s’étaient mis en 
route vers sa mort, comme des troupes marchent au canon. Ils se rejoignaient, ils se 





more accessible, having as their guiding referent the tragic conflict and the sacrifice it 
entailed. It would be reasonable to conjecture that the author’s political inclination 
toward Marxism shifted the semantic balance toward a more “communicative” idiom. 
Reverte Bernal however, writes that it is precisely in this linguistic difference that one 
may perceive the lasting influence of the Unanimists:  
La evolución del hermetismo vanguardista de Vallejo a una expresión más 
sencilla se ha atribuido normalmente al compromiso político del escritor, que le 
llevaría a modificar su lenguaje para ser entendido por todos; pero, 
simultáneamente, la crítica especializada en este aspecto de la obra de Vallejo ha 
señalado que en sus ideas marxistas Vallejo mantuvo cierta heterodoxia. Es 
precisamente en lo distinto y heterodoxo donde cabe ver el influjo del 
Unanimismo en sus obras (129). 
Given Vallejo’s close relationship to Whitman’s poetry, as well as Whitman’s 
foundational impact upon the Unanimist movement, the influence that Reverte Bernal 
describes could perhaps better be attributed to Whitman himself than to the French artists 
he inspired. In other words, Bernal argues that the relationship between the generally less 
obscure language of España, aparta de mí este cáliz and Vallejo’s political faith in 
Communism, cannot be understood as a completely reciprocal relationship. On the one 
hand, we can find similar themes throughout Vallejo’s poetry. However, though we can 
identify several topics that would preoccupy Vallejo throughout his life, it cannot be said 
that his political views were entirely orthodox, and by 1932, as Stephen Hart notes (52) 
he had become somewhat disillusioned by communism. Nevertheless, it is clear that this 
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book serves a more communicative function than his other works. In this regard, it would 
be difficult to think of a clearer way to communicate with the Spanish proletariat of the 
time than through the cultural code of the Christian tradition, and Vallejo embeds his 
book in popular culture by speaking from this source.   
Still, this position is problematic when Vallejo’s somewhat unorthodox religious 
views are taken into account. Stephen Hart, in addition to highlighting Vallejo’s political 
disillusionment, also shows the at times uncomfortable role of religion in his life: 
“Durante aquel period, [1932-1936] la poesía de Vallejo retoma sus antiguas obsesiones 
en cuanto a la irrevocable animalidad del hombre, y lo poco espiritual que es su vida.” 
(68) Though debating the levels of “spirituality” within Vallejo’s corpus is a problematic 
endeavor, it is clear that España, aparta de mí este cáliz gleans biblical language in its 
prophetic message of hope. 
 
The Language of Prophetic Poetry 
 Death had always been present in Vallejo’s poetry, but it is not until his last book 
that sacrifice through martyrdom appears as a central theme of his work; simply put, this 
is a direct result of the work’s prophetic message in response to the conflict in Spain. As 
Walter Brueggemann’ explains: 
The task of prophetic imagination […] is to cut through the despair and to 
penetrate the dissatisfied coping that seems to have no end or resolution [….] The 
offering of symbols that are adequate to contradict a situation of hopelessness in 
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which newness is unthinkable. The prophet has only the means of word [….] Of 
course this cannot be done by inventing new symbols, for that is wishful thinking. 
Rather, it means to move back into the deepest memories of this community and 
activate those very symbols that have always been the basis for contradicting the 
regnant consciousness. Therefore the symbols of hope cannot be general and 
universal but must be those that have been known concretely in this particular 
history. (63) 
It is not lightly that Vallejo employs the imagery of martyrdom, nor is it based on a 
dogmatic faith. Instead, this is a powerful language that, while conceding the terrible cost 
of war, does not give up hope. 
  The discovery of a manuscript of Vallejo’s poem, “Al revés de las aves del 
monte,” (Fló 65) shows that he was in fact working on the poems of España, aparta de 
mí este cáliz simultaneously with at least some of the Poemas de París, contradicting 
Stephen Hart’s (Religión 38) earlier position. Thanks to this information, there can be no 
doubt that Vallejo was indeed pondering Whitman’s prophetic voice at the time of the 
Spanish Civil War: 
Pues de lo que hablo no es 
sino de lo que pasa en esta época, y 
de lo que ocurre en China y en España, y en el mundo. 
(Walt Whitman tenía un pecho suavísimo y respiraba 




In this example the reader can perceive a communal humanity (“en China y en España, y 
en el mundo”190) and, in this regard, the poem mirrors the political perspective of the 
majority of the poems of España, aparta de mí este cáliz. Stephen Hart comments: 
La descripción de Walt Whitman […] como llorando ‘en el comedor’ revela un 
argumento importantísimo del poema. Está implícito que los poetas que parecen 
inmersos en la causa popular también sufren desgracias personales y domésticas. 
Resulta obvio que Vallejo está hablando de sí mismo y no solamente de su 
admirado Walt Whitman. (56) 
This is not the only instance of Vallejo invoking an author in his poetry. A case in point 
is “Himno a los voluntarios de la república” in which a list of authors is compiled 
(Calderón, Cervantes, Quevedo), a trope that calls to mind Whitman’s characteristic use 
of list and catalog. Vallejo’s list terminates with an aside written between parenthesis, 
also common throughout Whitman’s poetry. Vallejo writes:  
(Todo acto o voz genial viene del pueblo  
y va hacia él, de frente o transmitidos  
por incesantes briznas [….]) (570) 
 
Vallejo’s “briznas” strongly suggests Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, here used while 
invoking a communal humanity, a central theme of both Whitman’s poetry and Vallejo’s 
España, aparta de mí este cáliz.  
                                                          
190 “What was happening in China and Spain was Fascism and Militarism; for the Japanese were advancing 
on Nanking and the Spanish rebels were driving towards the Mediterranean.” (Franco 254) 
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As the title of Vallejo’s book bespeaks, and the image of a crying Whitman 
reinforces – it was inevitable that the poet was at times overcome with hopelessness. As 
Jean Franco explains:   
In the face of these events, the poet seems powerless. Even Whitman’s 
generous, collective vision is only that of a private individual. By implication, 
Vallejo suggests the inadequacy of poetry, of the rhetoric of sincerity or grandeur 
or mad intoxication [….] We do not deduce from this that he believed in some 
eternal human nature but rather that he realized how brutally difficult change was 
and how little the sincerity of the vision of poetic utopias could prevail. He could 
neither elevate his individual opinions and style to the status of prophecy nor 
would he simplify the horrifying dangers that faced the human state. (254) 
Moments of spiritual doubt can, nonetheless, be a birthplace of action, as Richard 
Kearney’s notes:  
[E]ven Christ found himself questioning his Father on the cross – “Why have you 
 forsaken me?” – before he could return to renewed belief in life: “Into thy hands I 
 commend my spirit.” No one is exempt from this moment of not-knowing. (6) 
In contrast to Franco’s argument that Vallejo’s identification with a crying Walt Whitman 
speaks to the impossibility of creating prophetic poetry in times of crises (254), Kearney 




We find it in various moments of creative “not knowing” that mark a 
break with ingrained habits of thought and open up novel possibilities of meaning. 
For without the suspension of received assumptions we cannot be open to the 
birth of the new. Without the abandonment of accredited certainties we remain 
inattentive to the advent of the strange; we ignore those moments of sacred 
enfleshment when the future erupts through the continuum of time. (7) 
As Kearney states, in a phrase that could also be descriptive of avant-garde poetry: 
“Without disorientation no reorientation.” (8) Vallejo’s identification with Whitman does 
indeed signify a moment of spiritual crisis in the face of a world bent on self-destruction. 
The fact that such sadness is not as readily apparent in the poems of España, 
aparta de mí este cáliz can be understood by taking into consideration the purpose of this 
book of poetry. Vallejo emphatically supported the republican cause, and meant for this 
work to be a vehicle for hope. Walter Brueggemann writes that hope is “the primary 
prophetic idiom […]” (66), in that it is the rejection of the status quo and the promise of a 
new future. The positive tone of España, aparta de mí este cáliz shines throughout, and 
Vallejo acknowledges as much in a letter from Paris to Juan Larrea, dated January 22, 
1937: “De España traje una gran afirmación de fe y esperanza en el triunfo del pueblo. 
Una fuerza formidable hay en los hombres y en la atmósfera. Desde luego, nadie admite 
ni siquiera en mientes, la posibilidad de una derrota” (Vallejo, Correspondencia 338). 
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 The stark terms of the Spanish Civil War brought the poet to the understanding of 
the need for collective effort. In another letter from Paris to Juan Larrea, dated October 
28, 1936, Vallejo writes: 
Nunca medí tanto mi pequeñez humana, como ahora. Nunca me di más 
cuenta de lo poco que puede un hombre individualmente. Esto me aplasta. Desde 
luego, cada cual, en estos momentos, tiene asignado un papel, por muy humilde 
que esta sea y nuestros impulsos deben ajustarse y someterse al engranaje 
colectivo, según las necesidades totales de la causa. Esta consideración, no 
obstante, no alcanza a embridar, por momentos, nuestros arranques espontáneos. 
(Vallejo, Correspondencia 337) 
At the same time, the difficulty with which Vallejo accepted this role as martyr 
and witness to global crisis is evident. A sketch of this personal struggle is given in the 
opening lines of “Himno a los voluntarios de la república”:   
 Voluntario de España, miliciano 
de huesos fidedignos, cuando marcha a morir tu corazón, 
cuando marcha a matar con su agonía 
mundial, no sé verdaderamente 
qué hacer, dónde ponerme; corro, escribo, aplaudo, 
lloro, atisbo, destrozo, apagan, digo     
a mi pecho que acabe, al bien, que venga, 
y quiero desgraciarme; 
descúbrome la frente impersonal hasta tocar 
el vaso de la sangre, me detengo, (Vallejo 449) 
 
This poem, and therefore this entire book of poetry, begins with the noun “voluntario,” 
Vallejo’s dedication of his work to those who rose up spontaneously to combat the threat 
of global fascism. As in his letter to Larrea, the perspective of the lyric persona here is 
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one of confusion, desperately trying to know what stance to take, and how to contribute, 
to a struggle with global repercussions.  It is a fight of “agonía mundial” in which the 
volunteer sacrifices his or her own life for the good of the entire human community. In 
the face of such astonishing selflessness, the lyric voice is left confused, not knowing 
how to respond to such a powerful demonstration of universal humanity. Unable to 
“embridar los arranques espontáneos” we are led through a series of desperate and 
ultimately vain attempts to pay tribute to these volunteers: “corro, escribo, aplaudo, 
lloro”. Recognizing that the only way for a writer to contribute to this cause is by writing, 
this act takes on a frantic gesture, coupled with the emotional extremes of both 
applauding the voluntary soldiers and weeping the violent conflict.  
This seemingly impossible paradox of encouraging war for the good of humanity 
causes the lyric persona to try in vain to escape from his own inability to affect this 
worldwide convulsion of human destiny. The “frente” (forehead) here, though possibly 
also alluding to the battlefront, more acutely represents the physical limits of the body as 
we saw before. The inherent separation between self and other is apparent, as is the 
desperation of the lyric voice to express solidarity with this community. The “vaso de la 
sangre” is at once the corporeal limit of the human body, as well as a spiritual connection 
to the titular chalice of the book, recipient of the redeeming blood of the crucified Christ. 
It doubly emphasizes the sacrificial nature of the voluntary combatants, both the fragility 
of biological life and the selflessness of their cause. Marching forward to a meeting with 
death, (“marcha a morir tu corazón”), their own lives are sublimated to the greater cause 
of saving all humanity. The emphasis on the marching “heart,” the rhythm of the drums 
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of war, makes clear that it is a spiritual disposition that propels this physical sacrifice. 
The intention of the volunteers is the opposite of any desire to conquer and vanquish, and 
it is indeed in this egoless idea where we find the spirit of revolution that so moved 
Vallejo.191 Rather than installing themselves as the organizing and controlling force of 
Spain and seeking to renew a lost empire, as the rebellious forces of Franco did, the 
volunteers sought solidarity for the benefit of all. Like the apostle Peter192 on whose faith 
the early Christian church was founded, the voluntary militiamen of the Spanish Civil 
War heralded a new world order, the organizing of a society based on justice and 
solidarity. For this reason, it is very hard to separate the political from the spiritual at the 
root of Vallejo’s voice. 
 In Whitman’s Drum-Taps there are also moments of uncertainty, although 
perhaps none of such profound psychological agitation and doubt as seen in Vallejo’s 
lyric voice. Nevertheless, in the poem “As I Lay with My Head in Your Lap Camerado” 
(Whitman 271), the weight of the poet’s words when confronting the impossible paradox 
of contributing to war become apparent: “I know I am restless and make others so / I 
know my words are weapons full of danger, full of death.” It is a paradoxical position; 
recognizing the inherent violence of War, the poet must continue with his support of an 
armed struggle because this will lead to war’s end. The future of humankind was 
                                                          
191 León Felipe also commented on this aspect of revolution in his 1938 book, El payaso de las bofetadas y 
el pescador de caña: “Si luchamos por el pan nada más, sólo habrá guerras y rapiña. Y la Historia no será 
más que un eterno “quítate tú de ahí para que me ponga yo”.” (217) Further commented on in chapter 2. 
 
192 And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hades will not 




considered at stake in each case, offering a binary choice between slavery and freedom, 
on the one hand, and between fascism and freedom, on the other.  
 In the particular case of this poem, it is impossible not to perceive Whitman’s use 
of the word “camerado.” Whitman’s neologism, it calls attention to another of Vallejo’s 
verses from the poem “Cortejo tras la toma de Bilbao” (465), similar in lexical register 
and cadence to Whitman’s verse: “Herido mortalmente de vida, camarada.” Both verses 
share similar prosodic and phonetic structures. Each verse begins with three syllables, 
and both have strong vowels surrounding the same weaker vowel sound (a-i-a, and e-i-o). 
Furthermore, “with my head in your lap” and “mortalmente de vida” each contain six 
syllables with the accent of each fragment falling on the third.  
However, Whitman’s use of the Spanish sounding camerado signals perhaps even 
deeper correspondences between the poetry of Whitman and that of César Vallejo. 
Modifying the Spanish word camarada, rather than using other available words in 
English such as partner, friend, or companion, conveys a deeper, spiritual significance to 
the term, and is a technique often found in his poetry.193 It is this language that would 
usher in the possibilities of a new political system, based on a spiritual adhesiveness and 
total political inclusion: 
That is, it designates a new, incipient social relation or fact, or it at least 
points toward such a possibility. In this case the social relation would seem to be a 
                                                          
193 “Whitman uses foreign borrowings for expressive effect, to mark a poetic difference in the subject he 




kind of spiritual democracy, a mass movement of progressive social spirits toward 
perfect linguistic and political liberty. (Warren 50) 
Whitman was emboldened by the greatest test of America’s democratic and spiritual 
promise to write a poetry that would represent the democratization of the English 
language itself. 
The U.S. and Spanish civil wars ended in radically different ways; in the first 
case, the cause with which Whitman had aligned himself, that of freedom and a future 
that promised equality for all, finally triumphed. Whitman commented on what would 
have been the result had his side lost the war, and all of his personal efforts been 
frustrated: “a destiny . . . equivalent, in its real world, to that of the fabled damned," 
(Hutchinson, Whitman Archive). In the case of Spain, the outcome of the war was indeed 
tragic, with Vallejo’s death coming shortly before the ruinous end to the war. It is a 
finality that seems presaged in the last poem of the titular work, “España, aparta de mí 
este cáliz” (481). Though there is some confusion as to whether or not Vallejo intended 
this poem to end his work,194 its message of hope for the future, under the weight of a 
present impossible to bear, is coherent with the overarching tone of the work. As Smith 
notes, “[S]in embargo, no cabe duda de que el ordenamiento ahora canónico, que termina 
con el poema que da título al libro es perfectamente congruente con el tenor a la vez 
histórico y universal de la obra” (154). During the last year of Vallejo’s life, his writing 
took on a fever pitch, motivated as he was by the empathy he felt for the Spanish 
Republican cause. Victory over the fascists was never guaranteed, especially as the war 
                                                          
194 See Smith, epílogo, España, aparta de mí este cáliz, p. 153-154. 
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dragged on and the endurance of the voluntary militiamen was tested. Regardless of the 
war’s outcome, however, and any doubt that Vallejo may have felt about the possibility 
of victory, a message of communal redemption and hope remains poignant in the poem.  
The final line of the book is thus a projection into the future, irrespective of the 
uncertain outcome of the current war: “[Si]España cae – digo, es un decir – / salid, niños 
del mundo; id a buscarla…!” (482). The lessons of the Spanish Civil War (sacrifice, 
justice, equality), will timelessly remain universal ideals, even if the eventual end to that 
conflict was disastrous. In this case, Vallejo exhorts the reader not to give up on the 
cause, but to go out into the world and follow the example set during this conflict. In this 
sense Vallejo’s message seems to echo Whitman’s in his poem, “Poets to Come.” In each 
instance the poets incite their readers to go into the future, and actualize the message laid 
out in poetry for generations to come. Whitman writes: 
I am a man who, sauntering along without fully stopping, 
 turns a casual look upon you and then averts his face, 
Leaving it to you to prove and define it, 
Expecting the main things from you. (14) 
 
Both poets leave it up to future generations to continue the search for an ideal, and the 
struggle for liberty. In Vallejo’s case this is represented by Spain, and it will now be up to 
her orphaned children to continue the fight, even if the country ceases to exist in its 
Republican form. Whitman is less explicit than Vallejo, referring simply to “it,” which, in 
the context of the poem, refers to Whitman’s poetic message. By leaving it up to the 
reader to define his poetry, he is in fact forcing us to enter into his poetic discourse. We 
206 
 
must understand Whitman’s message in order to carry it into the future, and it is this 
active engagement with his poetry that he most emphasizes: “I myself but write one or 
two indicative words for the future, / I but advance a moment only to wheel and hurry 
back in the darkness.” (Whitman 14)  
Each poet broadcasts a call to action. Reflecting the prophetic tone of their works, 
both authors exhort the reader forward. As we have seen, Vallejo uses the imperative 
form “salid” and “id” to order the children of the world to go out and search for Spain, 
the promise and possibility of a better future. Whitman uses a word that beckons to us 
powerfully: “Arouse! For you must justify me.” This is a profound engagement with all 
of humanity as well as a call to social action.  
This poetry is not a pastime, nor a beautiful object meant for contemplation. In 
another poem from Drum-Taps, “To a Certain Civilian,” we find a rare negative message 
from Whitman, as he refutes any romantic longing for verses meant simply to comfort:  
Did you ask dulcet rhymes from me? 
[…] 
(I have been born of the same as the war was born, 
[…] 
And go lull yourself with what you can understand,   
 and with piano-tunes, 
For I lull nobody, and you will never understand me. (272) 
 
The purpose of his work is to arouse, to awaken the reader in a call to action, and urge 
participation in the very real conflict at hand. There is simply no place for a spectator at 
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times of such crisis. Each writer faced a political and spiritual tumult that thrust into 
doubt the ethical and moral future of the world, demanding a call to action to all who 
would hear the cry. The similarities between our poets’ use of the grammatical imperative 
(“salid/id” and “arouse”), recall the words of Jesus, from John 11:43: “Lazarus, come 
out!” In the biblical example this call back to life echoes the resurrection of Christ, and is 
later invoked by Whitman and Vallejo to remind us that there is still much work to be 
done.  
Rather than inviting a contemplative reading of their works, the poems of both 
Whitman and Vallejo demand that readers acknowledge the urgency of the work at hand. 
In a contemporaneous poem written in Paris, Vallejo writes: “hay, hermanos, muchísimo 
que hacer.” (413) And in one of the final poems of Drum-taps, “Turn O Libertad,” 
though the optimism following the Northern victory is palpable, Whitman makes clear 
the necessity of active engagement to continue the cause of freedom: 
 Turn O Libertad, for the war is over, 
 From it and all henceforth expanding, doubting no more, 
  resolute, sweeping the world, 
   […] 
 Then turn, and be not alarm’d O Libertad – turn your  
undying face, 
 To where the future, greater than all the past, 




Like Vallejo’s last poem, “España, aparta de mí este cáliz,” Whitman also places the 
prophetic responsibility of creating a better world on future generations. Regardless of 
the outcome of either war, it is up to us in the present to continue our active engagement 
in causes that lessen suffering, for the “progress and freedom of the race” (Whitman 11), 
creating a better world for all those to come. 
Vallejo’s poetry is infused with spirituality, not to shy away from the ever-present 
obstacles hindering social change, but to increase the potency and potential repercussions 
of his message. Notwithstanding the urgency of the Spanish Civil War during the final 
years of Vallejo’s life, his poetry brings forth a message of hope that is not limited to this 
specific conflict, but refers to the “desgarrón español” as “palpitante, humano y universal 
[….]” (“Grandes lecciones” 87)  
The global ramifications of the Spanish Civil War are difficult to overstate. César 
Vallejo brings us into this overwhelming “agonía mundial” (449) and shows us the true 
nature of the conflict. “¿Batallas? ¡No! Pasiones.” (450) In his now famous discourse, 
“La responsabilidad del escritor,” which he read before the II Congreso Internacional de 
Escritores para la Defensa de la cultura in Barcelona in July of 1937, Vallejo wrote:  
[L]os escritores libres están obligados a consustanciarse con el pueblo, a 
hacer llegar su inteligencia a la inteligencia del pueblo y romper esa barrera 
secular que existe entre la inteligencia y el pueblo, entre el espíritu y la materia 
[….] [E]s necesario no que el espíritu vaya a la materia como diría cualquier 
escritor de la clase dominante, sino que es necesario que la materia se acerque al 
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espíritu de la inteligencia, se acerque a ella horizontalmente, no verticalmente, 
esto es, hombro a hombro. (España 90) 
This is an argument for Vallejo’s spiritual understanding of the Spanish Civil war. It is in 
the actions of the Volunteers, in their sacrificial nature, that we can find the possibility 
for salvation, and a hope for the future. It is in the image of Whitman crying in his 
kitchen (“Al revés de las aves del monte,” 542) or of humility in front of the ranks of 
militiamen: “quiero desgraciarme.” (“Himno” 449) At the same II Congreso, Vallejo 
summarized his poetic vision:  
Jesús decía: “Mi reino no es de este mundo.” Creo que ha llegado el momento en 
que la conciencia del escritor revolucionario pueda concretarse en una fórmula 
que reemplace a esta fórmula diciendo: “Mi reino es de este mundo, pero también 
del otro.” (91)  
 In Whitman’s “Song of Myself” the poetic voice responds to a child who asks, 
“What is the grass?” (30): “How could I answer the child? I do not know what it is any 
more than he. / […] / The smallest sprout shows there is really no death.” (31) Through 
their poetry, both Whitman and Vallejo reconnect our material lives to a shared 
humanity. Perhaps this is the hallmark of the revolutionary writer; a prophetic voice that 






Turning Back for a Moment 
Is humanity forming, en-masse? for lo, tyrants tremble, crowns 
grow dim, 
The earth, restive, confronts a new era, perhaps a general  
divine war, 
No one knows what will happen next, such portents fill the  
days and nights; 
Years prophetical! the space ahead as I walk, as I vainly try to  
pierce it, is full of phantoms, 
      (Whitman, “Years of the Modern” 410) 
 
 Walt Whitman published the first edition of Leaves of Grass in 1855, ushering in 
a new era of lyric poetry both in content and form, capable of representing the ideals of a 
still young democratic nation. He would continue revising and adding to this masterwork 
throughout his life, publishing six separate editions,195 and also bear witness to the 
greatest political crisis in U.S. history, the Civil War, out of which would emerge another 
book of poetry, Drum-Taps. Originally published in 1865, this book was later absorbed 
into Leaves of Grass starting with the 1871 edition: “[T]he Civil War texts have been 
scattered and re-edited into three clusters: ‘Drum-Taps,’ ‘Marches Now the War is Over,’ 
and ‘Bathed in War’s Perfume.’ This textual multiplication underscores Whitman's 
                                                          
195 These editions were published in 1855, 1856, 1860, 1867, 1871, and 1881. The 1892 “death-bed” 
edition was a reprint of the 1881 edition with “annexes.” (Whitman Archive) 
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assertion that he owed the existence of Leaves to the creative energy he found in the war 
itself.” (LeMaster Whitman Archive) Whitman’s poetry, as we know it today, is 
inseparable from the struggle for universal liberation and equality that he saw embodied 
in the Civil War. His voice finds purpose in this war, and it is in active engagement for a 
greater good that future poets would find his “I;” answering the cries of the world.  
In the preface to the 1855 edition, however, the poet has already described those 
aspects of his work that would be most noteworthy to later generations. On the one hand, 
poetry relates to its context, and its impact on the material world. Whitman uses the third 
person, rare in his poetry, to call for a poetic renovation, in this manifesto focusing on the 
new responsibility of the poet: 
If peace is the routine out of him speaks the spirit of peace, large, rich, 
thrifty, building vast and populous cities, encouraging agriculture and the arts and 
commerce – lighting the study of man, the soul, immortality [….] In war he is the 
most deadly force of the war.  Who recruits him recruits horse and foot…. If the 
time becomes slothful and heavy he knows how to arouse it… he can make every 
word he speaks draw blood. (620)   
In this conception of the poet’s role, poetry is not isolated from our daily lives but is 
instead the twin of our political discourse. In times of peace, it is dedicated to a deeper 
study of our humanity; exploring labor, the arts, the meaning of life. In times of war it is 
sacrifice and death; encouraging action at times of great urgency.  
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 On the other hand, according to Whitman’s 1855 preface, poetry reconnects us 
spiritually to a greater humanity, it “indicate[s] the path between reality and [our] souls.” 
(621)196 Poetry thus speaks to us as a greater community of beings, as well as to our 
deepest self. It is thus an “I” that investigates our ability to affect self and the other.  
The difficulty of promoting significant societal change without also 
acknowledging our own necessarily limited human perspective197 is addressed by John 
Makransky in his comparative study of Buddhism and Christian Liberation theology: 
 The problem occurs when we think that our belief that God takes the side of the 
oppressed over the powerful out of equal love for both, and our desire to follow 
God, means that we have joined God in taking the side of the oppressed over the 
powerful out of equal love for both. But to participate in such an unconditional 
divine perspective as basis for social challenge would require much more than 
belief and desire. It would require a de-reifying contemplative discipline that 
undercuts our reified concepts of some people as just the good or lovable ones and 
other people as just the bad or unlovable ones. (647) 
                                                          
196 The influence of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 1844 essay, “The Poet,” is apparent: “[T]he poet, who 
reattaches things to nature and the Whole [….]” (455) 
 
197 This is reminiscent of León Felipe’s warning:  
Y toda revolución, por pequeña que sea, ha de mirar hacia arriba y prender su ideal político y 
pasajero del gran ideal indeleble y eterno del hombre. No se puede hacer ninguna revolución 
mirando a la tierra solamente. Si luchamos por el pan nada más, sólo habrá guerras y rapiña. Y la 




The possibility of a “de-reifying” message is what the prophetic voice of Whitman’s 
poetry offers, and it is this reading that the authors studied in this dissertation, León 
Felipe, García Lorca, César Vallejo, make manifest in their own work.  
 Vallejo’s poem, “Los nueve monstrous,” assimilates this double perspective – 
public and private – of Whitman’s voice. The manuscript of the poem appears with the 
date “5 Nov. 1937”198 crossed out, having been extensively revised at some later, 
unknown date, and is therefore contemporaneous with Spain’s civil war and the poems of 
España, aparta de mí este cáliz. The first word of this poem is the English language 
pronoun, “I”. Américo Ferrari writes that this is “un error de mecanografía” (411).199 This 
seems unlikely, however, since the manuscript of this poem shows extensive revision, 
and Vallejo never corrected the “I.” Indeed, this is surely a reference to Walt Whitman. 
The poem has as its subject the suffering inherent to life, brought into sharp focus by a 
time of war, as well as to the poetic process itself; the title being a reference to the nine 
muses from Greek mythology. The line “ya no puedo con tánto cajón,” is biographical, 
since, as Antonio Merino writes: “Vallejo iba guardando todos los poemas, cuentos, 
                                                          
198 In Contra el secreto profesional we find this note: “Una visita al cementerio el domingo 7 de Noviembre 
1937, con Georgette [….] ¿Es mejor decir “yo”? O mejor decir “El hombre” como sujeto de la emoción – 
lírica y épica –. Desde luego, más profundo y poético, es decir “yo” – tomando naturalmente como 
símbolo de “todos” –. (Vallejo 534) 
 
199 Most collections of Vallejo’s work have accepted Ferrari’s argument, and have changed the “I” to an 
“Y.” This is the case with César Vallejo: An Anthology of His Poetry, 1971, and Selected Poems, 1981. In 
Clayton Eschelman’s 1968 bilingual edition we find the “Y,” while in his revised 2007 edition he has 
respected the original “I.” In both cases however, Eschelman translates the word as “And.” In Obra 
poética Completa (Mosca azul), however, there is the original “I,” as is also the case with the Castalia 




novelas y obras de teatro que fueron rechazados por los editores [….] Todo el texto es 
una universalización del espacio del dolor.” (568)200   
 The first stanza of the poem mentions “la función de la yerba purísima, el dolor / 
dos veces” (411), another reference to Whitman and an answer to his famous question 
from “Song of Myself,”: “What is the grass?” (30). Again, just like other poems we have 
seen in chapter four, especially “Al revés de las aves del monte”, (dated “20 Nov. 1937”) 
Vallejo is identifying himself as a poet with Walt Whitman. The words “dos veces” are 
repeated in three lines of the first stanza, and in each instance they replace the word 
“doble” from the original manuscript. This revision further emphasizes the dichotomous 
role, both public and private, of the poet. Together the first and last lines bring into focus 
personal and communal suffering, and at the same time underscore Vallejo’s 
understanding of Whitman’s poetry. The first line, “I, desgraciadamente” (411) is a 
counterpoint to the last: “hay, hermanos, muchísimo que hacer.” (413) The phonetic 
equivalence between the English “I” and Spanish “hay” tropes the suffering of the poetic 
self into a call for communal action. This is the crux of Whitman’s prophetic message, 
especially apparent in section 46 of “Song of Myself.”: 
 Long enough have you dream’d contemptible dreams, 
 Now I wash the gum from your eyes, 
 You must habit yourself to the dazzle of the light and of every 
                                                          
200 Vallejo writing poems in private is perhaps reminiscent of the so-called pinturas negras, de Francisco 
de Goya, who Vallejo references in “Himno a los voluntaries de la república.” Both men were responding 
to human suffering with artistic creations not necessarily meant for public viewing.  
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  moment of your life. (73)201 
 
 Vallejo’s poem “Los nueve monstruos” demonstrates a complex understanding of 
Whitman’s prophetic poetry, and we can trace the beginning of this understanding back 
to at least 1929. In his article, “Función revolucionaria del pensamiento”, published in 
Lima May 3rd, 1929, in the Mundial, Vallejo writes: 
El objeto o materia del pensamiento transformador radica en las cosas y 
hechos de presencia inmediata, en la realidad tangible y envolvente. El intelectual 
revolucionario opera siempre cerca de la vida en carne y hueso, frente a los seres 
y fenómenos circundantes. Sus obras son vitalistas. Su sensibilidad y su método 
son terrestres (materialistas, en lenguaje marxista), es decir, de este mundo y no 
de ningún otro, extraterrestre o cerebral. Nada de astrología ni de cosmogonía. 
Nada de masturbaciones abstractas ni de ingenio de bufete. El intelectual 
revolucionario desplaza la fórmula mesiánica, diciendo: “mi reino es de este 
mundo”. (371) 
This example is significant for several reasons: First, the sentence, “Nada de 
masturbaciones abstractas ni de ingenio de bufete” is exactly the same language with 
which Vallejo recriminates writers not following Whitman’s example in another article 
from 1929, “Poesía nueva,” previously discussed in chapter four. Thus Vallejo is here 
tacitly stating that Whitman is in fact an “intelectual revolucionario.” Second, the final 
                                                          
201 It is telling that León Felipe also investigates this section of “Song of Myself” in a significant number of 
his works, specifically “La insignia,” the poetic prologue to his translation of “Song of Myself,” and finally 
in Ganarás la luz.  
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line, “mi reino es de este mundo” secularizes Christ’s words from John 18:36, putting 
emphasis on the material, communist, interpretation of revolution. By July of 1937, 
however, in his speech at the II Congreso Internacional de Escritores para la Defensa de 
la cultura, as we have already seen in chapter four, Vallejo amends this line to read: “Mi 
reino es de este mundo, pero también del otro.” (91) Vallejo’s interpretation of the role of 
the revolutionary intellectual, and thus of Whitman’s poetic message, becomes more 
complicated between 1929 and 1937. Faced with the urgent crisis of Spain’s civil war, 
Vallejo realizes that revolutionary poetry must include a recognition of our own spiritual 
humanity.202  
 The Spanish Civil War tragically cut down García Lorca’s life, and we do not 
know how, if at all, Whitman’s poetry may have spoken to him at this time of crisis. We 
do know, however, thanks to the last interview he ever gave, to Lluís Bagaría i Bou, 
published in El sol, June 10th 1936, his thoughts regarding the role of poetry in human 
suffering: 
                                                          
202 A less defined version of this understanding was already present in Vallejo’s 1929 article, “Función 
revolucionaria del pensamiento,” in that he includes religious figures as examples of revolutionaries who 
have put their philosophies into practice: 
La función política transformadora del intelectual reside en la naturaleza y 
trascendencia principalmente doctrinales de esa función y correspondientemente prácticas y 
militantes de ella. En otros términos, el intelectual revolucionario debe serlo, simultáneamente, 
como creador de doctrina y como practicante de ésta. Buda, Jesús, Marx, Engels, Lenin, fueron, a 
un mismo tiempo, creadores y actores de la doctrina revolucionaria. El tipo perfecto del 





[E]ste concepto del arte por el arte es una cosa que sería cruel si no fuera, 
afortunadamente, cursi. Ningún hombre verdadero cree ya en esta zarandaja del 
arte puro, arte por el arte mismo. 
En este momento dramático del mundo, el artista debe llorar y reír con su 
pueblo. Hay que dejar el ramo de azucenas y meterse en el fango hasta la cintura 
para ayudar a los que buscan las azucenas. Particularmente, yo tengo un ansia 
verdadera por comunicarme con los demás. Por eso llamé a las puertas del teatro 
y al teatro consagro toda mi sensibilidad. 
      […] 
Pero el dolor del hombre y la injusticia constante que mana del mundo, y 
mi propio cuerpo y mi propio pensamiento, me evitan trasladar mi casa a las 
estrellas. (735) 
Like Vallejo and Whitman, Lorca shares a conception of poetry that expresses the 
suffering of humanity, an art that directly affects life, rather than something to be merely 
contemplated as a beautiful object. 
 Lorca does mention the revolutionary potential of Whitman’s poetry on very 
personal terms, in regards to his own sexuality. Cipriano Rivas Cherif, in an interview 
published in Excelsior, México D.F., January 13 1957, recalls Lorca’s words 
foreshadowing a sexual revolution: 
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[S]ólo hombres he conocido; y sabes que el invertido, el marica, me da 
risa, me divierte con su prurito mujeril de lavar, planchar y coser, de pintarse, de 
vestirse de falda, de hablar con gestos y ademanes afeminados. Pero no me gusta. 
Y la normalidad no es ni lo tuyo de conocer sólo a la mujer, ni lo mío. Lo normal 
es el amor sin límites. Porque el amor es más y mejor que la moral de un dogma, 
la moral católica; no hay quien se resigne a la sola postura de tener hijos. En lo 
mío, no hay tergiversación. Uno y otro son como son. Sin trueques. No hay quien 
mande, no hay quien domine, no hay sometimiento. No hay reparto de papeles. 
No hay sustitución ni remedo. No hay más que abandono y goce mutuo. Pero se 
necesitaría una verdadera revolución. Una nueva moral, una moral de la libertad 
entera. Esa es la que pedía Walt Whitman. Y esa puede ser la libertad que 
proclame el Nuevo Mundo: el heterosexualismo en que vive América. Igual que 
el mundo antiguo. (quoted in Maurer 265) 
The impossibility of this revolution is seen in “Oda a Walt Whitman,” discussed in 
chapter three. In this poem Whitman has been reduced to a love “sin cuerpo,” (224) as 
Lorca’s New York of 1929-1930 divorced physical love from its spiritual dimension.203 
 Two years after the conclusion of the Spanish Civil War, León Felipe asks in his 
prologue to his 1941 translation of “Song of Myself,” whether or not at this moment of 
tremendous loss, when fascism was spreading chaos and death across the globe, 
                                                          
203 Ángel Sahuquillo writes: “Whitman is not pure because he might be chaste but because in him the 
division between body and soul, between homosexual practice and spiritual love has been avoided, at 
least in his poetry.” (73) 
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Whitman’s poetry is even possible: “¿Es inoportuna esta cancion?” (1101) Felipe goes on 
to answer his own question: 
No. Ésta es la hora mejor. 
Ahora… 
cuando avanza el trueno para borrar con trilita la palabra 
 libertad, de todos los rincones de la tierra, 
cuando el hombre ha perdido su airón y su bandera 
y todos somos reses marcadas entre vallados y alambradas, 
quiero yo presentaros a este poeta de cabaña 
sin puerta frente al camino abierto, 
a este poeta de halo, de cayada y de mochila; 
ahora… 
cuando reculan frente al odio el amor y la fe 
quiero yo presentaros con verbo castellano, y en mi vieja  
 manera de decir, 
a este poeta del amor, de la fe y de la rebeldía. (1103) 
 
Again, referencing section 46 from “Song of Myself,” (“My signs are a rain-proof coat, 
good shoes, and a staff cut / from the woods”) (72) Felipe now endows Whitman with a 
halo. This poet in front of the open road offers us salvation through love, faith, and 
rebellion.  
 Nearly half a century after Whitman’s death, Spanish language poets would adopt 
his revolutionary poetics in the context of an alienating modernity; a spiritual and 
material crisis. At this time of great need Whitman’s voice defined a prophetic “I” – a 
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poetics of active engagement with the human community, and a heartbreaking witness to 
the worlds suffering. In “Song of the Answerer” Whitman writes: 
 The words of true poems give you more than poems, 
 They give you to form for yourself poems, religions, politics, 
  war peace, behavior, histories, essays, daily life, and every 
  thing else, 
 They balance ranks, colors, races, creeds, and the sexes, 
 They do not seek beauty, they are sought (144) 
 
Whitman’s lyric voice signals a path to reconnect ourselves to a greater universal 
community. It found expression in the deepest sense of tragedy, arguably the generative 
source of all of Whitman’s corpus. In the preface to his last published book,204 Whitman 
writes: “Those times [1862-1865 during the Civil War]… O far-off reader, this whole 
book is indeed finally but a reminiscent memorial from thence by me to you.” (452) His 
is a prophetic poetry arising from the past, “Expecting the main things from you.” 






                                                          
204 Good-Bye My Fancy, 1891. Later included as the second Annex to the “deathbed edition,” 1892, of 
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